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1-The Wonan Wio Rides Like a Man

Lanna of Trebond, the sole woman knight in the realmof Tortall, splashed
happily in the waters of an oasis, enjoying her first bath in three days.
Hard

to believe that it's winter in the north, she reflected. In the Southern
Desert

the tenperatures were just right, although she objected to so nuch sand.
"Best hurry up," Coramtold her. Her burly man-at-arms stood guard on the
ot her

side of the bushes that concealed the pool. "If this is a Bazhir waterin'
pl ace,

we don't want to wait and find out if they swear for the King or against him"
Al anna stepped out of the water, grabbing her clothes. She had no urge to
neet

any Bazhir tribesnmen, particularly not renegades. She and Coram were bound
for

Tyra in the south, and coning to battle with the warlike desert men woul d cut
their journey very short.

Drying off, the young knight pulled on a boy's blue shirt and breeches.

Al t hough
her fem ninity was not the secret it had been when she trained in the royal
pal ace, Alanna still preferred the freedomof nmen's clothing. It was odd to

renenber that the last tinme she bathed in an oasis, she had been a page and
Prince Jonat han had just found out she was a girl. Those days—the days in

whi ch

she bound her chest flat and never went sw nmmi ng—aere gone. She didn't mss

t hem

Faithful, her pet cat, was yow ing a warning. "Al anna!" Coram yell ed,
secondi ng

the cat. "We've got trouble!"

Grabbi ng her sword, Al anna raced for Coram and the horses. An approaching

cl oud

of dust indicated tribesmen or robbers, and she grimaced as she threw herself
into Moonlight's saddle. She trotted forward to neet Faithful, a small black
streak racing toward her across the sand. The cat |eaped, |anding squarely in
front of his mistress, before clinbing into the |eather cup that was his
position on her saddle. Alanna's gentle mare held steady, used to the cat's
abrupt com ngs and goi ngs.

"Let's try to reach the road!" Al anna told Coram

They rode hard, Al anna crouched | ow over Monlight's pale mane. She | ooked
back

to see Co-ram shaking his head. "It's no good," he was bell owi ng. "They've
spotted us! Ride on=+'Il hold "em"

Al anna wheel ed and stopped, Lightning glittering in her hand. "Wat sort of
friend d you think I an? W'll wait for them here."

Coram swore. "If ye were ny daughter, 1'd tan yer hide! Go!"

Al anna shook her head stubbornly. She could see their pursuers now they were
hillmen, the worst of the desert raiders. Reaching behind her, she unbuckled
her

shield fromits straps, slipping it over her left arm Coramwas follow ng
Suit.

"Stubborn lass,"” he grunbled. "1'd druther tangle with ten Bazhir tribes than
any hillnen."

Al anna nodded. The Bazhir were deadly fighters, but they had a strict code of



honor. Hillmen lived for killing and | oot.

Renewi ng her grip on Lightning's hilt, she settled her shield nore firmy on
her

arm The hill-men closed rapidly, fanning out in a half circle that would

cl ose

around Al anna and her companion. Gimy the knight clenched her jaw and

or der ed,

"Take themin a charge."

"What ?" yel ped Coram

Al anna charged directly at the hillnen. Coram gul ped and fol |l owed her
letting

out a war cry.

Moonl i ght reared as they reached the first raiders, striking out with hooves:
she had been trained for battle years ago. Al anna sl ashed about her wth

Li ght ni ng, ignoring her enem es' yells of fury.

A one-eyed villain closed in, grabbing her sword arm Wth an angry yow
Faithful |eaped fromhis cup with his claws unsheathed. The one-eyed hill man
screamed and rel eased Al anna, trying to pull the hissing cat away from his
face.

"Lass! Beware!" Coram bellowed, trying to fend off three at once. He yelled
in

pain as one of them opened a deep gash on his sword arm He swore and
attacked

agai n, dropping his shield and switching his sword to his good | eft hand.
Warned by her conpanion, Alanna whirled to face a giant hillman, a grinning
mountain with red hair and | ong brai ded nustaches. He guided his shaggy pony
with his knees, leaving his hands free to grip the hilt of a sword with an
odd

crystal blade. Alanna eyed its razor-sharp |l ength and gul ped, ducking beneath
t he red-headed man's first swing. He reversed it, and she blocked it with her
shield just in tine, yelping at the pain of inpact. She struck back wth
Lightning, only to mss as her attacker darted away.

She refused to follow and fight on his terns. |Instead she brought her |ioness
shield up and waited.

The giant returned, circling her carefully. H's pony lunged forward, and
Moonl i ght reared, warning it back with her flailing hooves. Al anna caught
anot her blow fromthe crystal blade on her shield, feeling the shock through
her

entire body.

| hope ny brother put plenty of magic on this shield, she thought grimy

O herwise it won't last through its first battle!

She turned Moonlight as the giant circled her on his ninble pony. Wth a kick
of

her heels she urged the gold nmare forward, slashing at her opponent. She was
a

kni ght of Tortall, and not to be toyed wth!

She used every chance to break through his guard. He bl ocked her time after
time, grinning in-furiatingly.

Al anna drew back, breathing hard and fighting to keep her control. Now the
gi ant

returned the attack, and she blinked sweat from her eyes: she could not
afford

to make a m stake now His tactics were different fromthose of the nounted
kni ghts she had fought before; she didn't know what to expect.

Suddenly the m dday sun was directly in her eyes—he had maneuvered her just
for

this. Only at the last second did she glinpse his sword descendi ng on her
She

brought Lightning up hard, slamming her blade hilt-to-hilt with the giant's
sword. There was a ring of clashing netal, and the downward sweep of the



crystal

edge was stopped.

Then Li ghtni ng broke, sheared off near the hilt.

Moonl i ght darted away, taking Al anna out of the hillman's range. Her m stress
stared at the hilt she still gripped. Lightning had been her sword ever since
she had been considered fit to carry one. How could she fight without it in
her

hand?

Comi ng out of her daze, Al anna funbled for her axe. She was trenbling with
rage;

it took all her self-control to keep fromlosing her tenper conpletely and
maki ng a fatal m stake. Axe in hand, she charged the hillman with a yell. She
didn't hear the warning cries of the other hillnen, or Coram s gleeful whoop
she heard only the wheezing of the giant's pony and her own choked breat h.
She

swung, swearing as the hillman ducked and pulled out of her range. She was
closing with himagain when he yell ed, seeing sonething behind her. To her
fury,

he whirled his pony and fled, calling to the few men he had left. Al anna
spurred

after him

"Cone back, coward!" she cried.

The giant turned to | augh and shake his sword at her. H s voice was choked
of f

as a black arrow sprouted in his chest. Mre arrows struck down the hill nmen;
only two escaped. They rode for all they were worth, pursued by five

whi t e-r obed

tri besmen.

A Bazhir, his white burnoose tied with a scarlet cord, rode toward Al anna as
she

di smount ed. She was staring at the body of the hillman who had wi el ded t he
crystal sword. The bl ade |ay beside him gl ean ng against the sand. It

gl i mrer ed

and suddenly flashed, blinding her for a short noment. Al anna stared: agai nst
the yell oworange fire that filled her sight was a picture.

A dark finger—er was it a pole?—pointed at a crystal-blue sky. Before it stood
a

man wearing tattered gray; his eyes were mad. She could smell wood snoke.

Her eyes cleared, and the vision was gone.

Reachi ng under her shirt, Alanna drew forth the token given to her by the

G eat

Mot her Goddess three years before. It had once been a coal in her canpfire;
now

it was covered in clear stone, its fires still flickering under its surface.
Al anna knew that if she held it when magi c was present, she could see power as
a

glowing force in the air. She saw magi ¢ now as orange light flickered around
t he

sword, and she scow ed. Recently she had dealt with nagic of this particul ar
shade, and the nenory was not pl easant.

The Bazhir who had foll owed her kicked sand over the sword. "It is evil," he
said, his quiet voice slightly raspy. "Let the desert have it."

Distracted fromthe magi c, Al anna discovered she was crying. It was as if she
had | ost a conpani on, not a weapon.

A glint of netal caught her eye and she stopped to pick up Lightning's
sheared-of f blade. Sliding the Iength of netal into its sheath, she strapped
t he

now usel ess hilt in place. Unless she tried to draw the bl ade, no one woul d
know

it was not whole.



Mounting her horse, she settled Faithful before her as Coram brought his
gel di ng

to her side. "I"'msorry, |ass,
arm

"I know what the sword neant to ye. But ye can't be thinking of that now
These

men may be friends or may not be; who knows why they saved our skins. Ye'd
best

be puttin' yer mind to talk with 'em
Al anna nodded, trying to collect her thoughts. Their rescuers forned a | oose
circle around her and Coram as the man who had covered the crystal sword with
sand joined them guiding a |arge chestnut stallion with ease. The others
gave

way to him letting himapproach Al anna and Coram For a while he said
not hi ng,

only stared.

Finally he nodded. "I am Hal ef Seif, headman of the Bl oody Hawk tribe, of the
peopl e called the Bazhir," he said formally. "Those who are dead were
trespassers on our sands, riding w thout |eave. You al so come here unbi dden
Wy

shoul d we not serve you as we did these others, Wman Wwo Rides Like a Man?"
Al anna rubbed her head tiredly. She felt too tired and dazed for the dance of
manners that passed for conversation anong the Bazhir. Dealing with these
desert

warriors was bound to be tricky; luckily she had | earned their ways from an
expert.

Fait hful clinbed onto her shoulder, setting up a murmur anong the watching
tri besnen. Al anna glared up at her cat, knowi ng he knew he was making the
Bazhir

nervous. They don't see black cats with purple eyes often, she thought.
"You're

getting too big to sit up there,"” she whispered to her pet.

Never mind that, Faithful told her. H s neowi ng had al ways nmade as nuch sense
to

Al anna as human speech. Talk to them now

Suddenly she felt nore confident and alert. "I hope you will deal wth us
fairly, Halef Seif of the Bloody Hawk," she replied. "W took nothing. W

har med

nothing, ny friend and I. W are sinply riding south. Wuld you harm a
warri or

of the King?"

Her ganble failed as Hal ef Seif shrugged. "W know no king."

Al anna coul d hear Coram shifting nervously in his saddle. It m ght have been
easier to deal with nen who acknow edged King Roald of Tortall. Renegades
woul d

not take kindly to the presence of Roald' s npbst unusual young knight.

"You know of no king, but others of the Bazhir do. If they knew you held a
Kni ght of the Real mand her conpanion, they m ght counsel you to take care,"”
Al anna war ned.

Thi s produced some anusenment anong the riders. Only their |eader remained
grim

"I's your king so weak he uses women for warriors? W cannot think well of such
a

king. We cannot think well of a woman so i nmodest that she puts on the

cl ot hes

of a man and rides with her face bare."

Al anna pointed to the bodies of the hillnen she and Coram had sl ain. "They
did

not think I was a worthy opponent either. Can you say that ny friend and
woul d

he told her quietly, putting a hand on her



be dead at the hillmen's swords if you had not come? They took my sword from

me." She swal |l owed hard and said recklessly, "Wat is a sword? | have nmy axe
and ny dagger, and ny spear. | have Coram Smyt hesson to watch my back, as |
watch his."

"Big words froma snmall wonman," Halef Seif remarked. There was no way for

Al anna

to read his expression.

One of the riders, a Bazhir head and shoulders taller than nost of his
conpani ons, brought his horse forward, peering at Alanna's face intently.
Suddenly he nodded with satisfaction. "She is the one!" He exclainmed. "Halef,
she is the Burning-Brightly Onel™

"Speak on, Ganmal," Hal ef ordered.

The huge warrior was bowing as low to Alanna as his saddl e would pernit.
"Woul d

you renenber ne?" he asked hopefully. "I was at the smallest west gate in the
stone village, that northerners call Persopolis. It was six rainy seasons
ago.

Your master, the Blue-Eyed One, bought ny silence with a gold coin."
Remenbering, Al anna grinned. "OF course! And you spat on the coin and bit it."
The big man | ooked at his chief. "She is the one! She came with the Bl ue-Eyed
Prince, the Night One, and they freed us fromthe Black Gty!" He nmade the

Sign
against Evil close to his chest. "I let themthrough the gate that norning!"
Hal ef frowned as he watched Al anna. "Is this so?"

Al anna shrugged. "Prince Jonathan and | went to the Black City, yes," she
admtted. "And we fought with the Ysandir—+the Nanmel ess Ones," she said
hurriedly

as the nen nuttered uneasily. "And we beat them It wasn't easy."

A skinny man wearing the green robes of a Bazhir shaman, or petty w zard,
threw

back his hood. His scraggly beard thrust forward on a sallow chin. "She
lies!"

he cried, putting his horse between Al anna and the tribesnmen. "The

Burni ng-Brightly One and the Night One rode into the sky in a chariot of fire
when t he Nanel ess Ones perished. This all men know "

"They rode back to the stone village, on horses,” Ganmal replied stubbornly.
"And the mare ridden by the Burning-Brightly One was even as this one nowthe
color of sand, with a mane and tail |ike the clouds."

Whi |l e the Bazhir argued anong thensel ves, Coram drew near his mstress. "Now
what' ve ye gone an' done?" he asked softly.

"I think it's nore a question of what Jon and | did," Al anna whi spered back
"l

told you about going to the Black City, didn't 1? W fought denons there, and

Jon found out | was really a girl. It was six years ago."

"If I'd knowmn I'd be ridin® with a legend, |1'd' ve thought tw ce about comn'
al ong, " Coram grunbl ed.

"Silence!" Halef ordered themall. He | ooked at Al anna. "For the nonent, |et
us

accept that you are a warrior of the Northern King, Wman Wo R des Like a
Man.

Your shield is proof of that. As headman of the Bloody Hawk, | invite you to
share our fire this night."

Al anna eyed the tall Bazhir, wondering, Do | have a choice"? Finally she
bowed.

"We are honored by your invitation. Certainly we could not think of refusing."

The tent she and Coram were given to share was large and airy, well-stocked
with
confortable pillows and rugs. Al anna flopped down, thinking of what she had



seen

of the village itself. A rough count of the tents indicated the Bl oody Hawk
enconpassed at |least twenty famlies. Some of the bachelors would Iive apart
fromtheir parents in a single large tent. The shaman, the man wearing the
burnoose tied with green cord, had vanished into the largest tent in the
village; fromwhat her teacher Sir Myl es had taught her, his dwelling would
double as the tribe's tenple.

Her reverie was interrupted by three young nenbers of the tribe. Two wore the
face veil all Bazhir wonmen put on when they began their women's cycl es of
nmont hly bl eeding. The taller girl balanced a tray of food and wine. Carefully
she placed it on the ground between Coram and Al anna as the other girl and a
tall, handsone boy stared at the guests.

"W have never seen a woman with |light eyes,"” the boy said abruptly. "Did the
water that falls fromthe sky in the north wash all the col or away?"

"OfF course it didn't, Ishak," the smaller girl retorted. "How woul d her eyes
be

purpl e, then?"

"I shak! Kourrem Hush!" the girl who had carried the tray snapped. She bowed
very low to Al anna and Coram "Forgive ny friends. They forget that they have
been nade adults of the tribe." She glared at her friends. "I let you cone
with

me because you prom sed not to say anything. You broke your word!"

"I didn't swear it by nmy ancestors,"” the boy called Ishak said virtuously.
"WIl your cat let me pet hinP" Kourrem the smaller girl, asked Alanna. "H s
eyes are purple, too. He is very handsone. |s he your brother, who was turned
into a cat by great sorcery?"

Fait hful, |ooking snug over the praise, sauntered over to the visitors,
letting

them pet and admre him Alanna smled at their guess that she and Fait hful
wer e

rel ated sonehow. Many ot hers had wondered about the fact that she and the cat
had the same eye col or

"No," she replied, pouring wine for Coramand herself. "Faithful is just a
cat.

My brother is a sorcerer, but he is still shaped as a human—er he was when |
saw

himlast."

"I amKara," the tall girl announced. "I amto serve you until your fate is
decided by the tribe. And now we should go," she admitted reluctantly. "W
weren't supposed to stay | ong. Akhnan Ibn Nazzir says you will corrupt us if
we

are not careful."

Al anna and Coram exchanged worried gl ances. "Who is this—= Coram nmade a face
at

his inability to renmenber the harsh Bazhir nane. "The one who says we'll
corrupt

ye?"

"Akhnan Ibn Nazzir," Ishak said fromthe doorway. "The shaman. He says you
are

denons who have cone to try our faith."

Kourrem crossed her eyes. "lIbn Nazzir is an old stick with a beard |ike
weeds. "

Shocked, Kara ushered the three fromthe tent. Coram shook his head
worriedly.

"I don't like the snmell of this,"” he admtted. "D ye think there's anything
we

can do?"

Al anna was rolling herself up in an enbroidered throw "I plan to take a
nap. "

She yawned. "Until the tribe decides what to do with us, we can't do a



thing."
Wthin monents she was fast asleep, Faithful curled up beside her nose.
Coram was working on his third cup of date wi ne when Hal ef Seif |ooked into
t he

tent. "She | ooks softer when she sl eeps,’

he commented quietly. "Wen she

awakes, tell her the tribe will decide your fate before the evening neal, at
t he
canpfire. I will send for you."

Coram nodded and finished his wine. Alanna was right; there was little they
could do now. Making hinself confortable, he took a nap of his own.

The Last Streaks of sunlight were fading in the west when Al anna woke from
her

nap. Coramwas still asleep, snoring lightly, and Faithful had vani shed.
Yawni ng
and stretching, she stepped outside to find the village oddly still, as if it

had been deserted. She woul d have gone to expl ore when | shak—who was crouched
besi de the doorway of her tent—eaught at her pant leg. Covering his lips with
a

war ni ng finger, he |led her back into the tent.

"It is the Moment of the Voice," he explained when they were inside. Coram
was

snoothing his sleep-ruffled hair. "All adults in the tribe nmust be present,
but

| was told to attend you." He | ooked up as voi ces sounded outside. "It is
over,

and soon they will call you. I will take you to them

"Aren't ye afraid we'll corrupt ye?" Coram asked kindly.

The boy shook his head. "Halef Seif says only the man who w shes to be
corrupt ed

will fall into evil ways. Halef Seif is wise in the ways of nen."

"Wser than your shaman?" Al anna asked.
"Akhnan Ibn Nazzir is an old desert hen
hurts nmore than it hel ps."
are

a sorceress fromthe North. WIIl you teach me your sorcery? Look! Already I
know

alittle!™ Reaching out, he concentrated on the ball of reddish fire grow ng
at

his fingertips.

Al anna knocked hi s hand away, breaking |Ishak's concentration. "I know nothing
of

magi c," she said harshly. "And | want to know not hing of magic. The G ft only
| eads to pain and death."

Kara peered in the doorway and bowed. "Ishak, help our guests to get ready,"”
she

conmanded. She swal |l owed hard, |ooking at Alanna. "WIIl you need hel p, Wnman
Who

Ri des Li ke a Man?"

Al anna smled. "Thank you, Kara, | can manage for myself."

The girl bowed again. "lshak will bring you to the central fire when you are
ready,"” she said before letting the tent flap fall

Coram was al ready breaking open one of Al anna's saddl ebags, bringing out her
mai |l shirt and | eggi ngs. |Ishak gasped with adm ration, touching the

gol d- washed

arnmor with reverent fingers. Al anna had been given the nmail by her friends on
her eighteenth birthday. Although she had plain steel mail to wear, this was
specially made for her and particularly light. She fastened the

anmet hyst-tri med

the boy said scornfully. "H s nagic
He | ooked eagerly at Alanna. "lbn Nazzir says you



belt at her waist, renoving the sheaths for sword and dagger. It would not be

polite to go arnmed, and it still hurt to |ook at Lightning. She hooked
gaunt |l ets

decorated with her lioness ranpant design into her belt and nodded to Coram
"Il wait for you two outside," she said casually. "I need to think."

She was actually responding to Faithful's soft hiss just outside the tent.
She

went to stand beside her pet, scanning the rapidly falling darkness. "Wat do
you want ?" she whi spered. "W have these people to—=

Shadows moved agai nst the night, and she froze. Akhnan Ibn Nazzir was | eading
a

horse into the darkness. "Now, what do you suppose he's up to?" Al anna asked
Faithful. "D you think he nmeans trouble for us?"

Yes, the cat replied. He was asking the young ones who cane into your tent
what

you had of value. | don't think he asked because he neans well.

Al anna si ghed and followed I shak and Coramto the canpfire. Wasn't life
difficult enough without earning the enmity of a Bazhir shaman?

She was given the place on Halef Seif s right, with Coram beside her and
Faithful settling down in front of her crossed legs. As the men of the tribe
settled into the great circle forned by the firelight, Al anna took a cl oser

| ook

at Halef Seif. Wth his burnoose off his head, the headman | ooked to be in
hi s

late thirties. He was hook-nosed and | ean; sharp lines were drawn fromhis
nostrils to the corners of his thin mouth. A man who's seen a |lot of life,

Al anna deci ded.

The wonen of the tribe watched from behind the nen, their eyes glittering
over

their face veils. Alanna tried to keep her nervousness hidden; she wanted to
make friends of these people, and she had no way of knowing if they wanted to
make a friend of her. A flicker of green caught her attention, and she turned
with the others to watch the shaman take his place opposite Halef Seif. He

| ooked pleased with hinmself. Something told A anna he had been up to m schief.
Hal ef raised his voice so everyone could hear. "There are two voices in our
tribe. One speaks for the acceptance of the intruders, saying they are a
sacred

one and the servant of a sacred one, deserving honor at our hands. One calls
for

their deaths, saying they are the servants of the King in the North, and that
worren must not act as nmen. By our custom the strangers nust hear each voice
and

answer. So it has always been. Before others speak, | will say what | nust
say.

| am headman of the Bl oody Hawk: this is ny right.

"I do not know that this woman is the Burning-Brightly One who cane with the
Ni ght One to free us fromthe Black City. She clainms to serve the King in the
North, and he is our eneny. Yet she cane here in peace until the hillnmen
attacked her. Then she fought well. She and her servant killed many of the
hill men, who are our foes.

"She rides as a man, goes unveiled as a man, fights as a man. Let her prove
herself worthy as a man, worthy of her weapons and of our friendship."

Fi ni shed

he bowed hi s dark head.

The argui ng began, with the shaman speaki ng next. Al anna wasn't surprised to
hear hi m accuse her of blasphemy agai nst the gods for her manner of dress and
her way of |ife-sone of the priests at the royal palace had said much the
sane,

when her true identity had been reveal ed. Gammal foll owed the shaman, once
again



telling the story of the strange events at the Black City, six years before.
One tall Bazhir nanmed Haki m Fahrar spoke of the penalty owed to any

out si ders:

death. And others in the tribe asked for noderation, saying that people who
did

not change with new tinmes were dooned to extinction. The debate went on and
on

while Faithful took a nap. If her life and Corami s had not been at stake,

Al anna

woul d have been bored by the | ong speeches. As it was, she felt a grow ng
respect for Halef Seif s insistence on hearing each man's opinion. It was not
the first time she had noticed the great concern the Bazhir people had for

t he

right of all to speak out (in sone matters even the wonen had a say, she

di scovered later), but it would not be the |ast.

Only once did they say something to puzzle her. "The Voice gave her and the
Bl ue- Eyed Prince honor when they returned frombattle with the Nanel ess
Ones, "

Ganmal told the shaman hotly.

"The Voi ce al so says we mnust deci de her fate ourselves, Ganmal," Hal ef
war ned.
"Be still. Justice will be done."

Al anna frowned. |shak had nentioned a "Mnment of the Voice," now Ganmal and
t he

headman spoke of "The Voice." Did Myles ever tell nme of a Bazhir god or

pri est

by that nane? she wondered. | don't think so. 1'll ask Halef Seif about his
"Voi ce"—+f | survive the night.

The ol dest man of the tribe raised his hand. "There is a way to decide this
worman' s status. She bears weapons as a man—+tet her fight as a man. G ve her
t he

trial by conbat. If she wins, the tribe is wise to accept her. If she |oses,
| et

her servant be killed also."

The shaman junped up, scream ng, "The favor of the gods to the man who kills
her! | swear it!"

"I'f the favor of the gods is offered," Al anna asked mldly, "why don't you
kill

me yoursel f?" There was a nurnur of |aughter, and the shaman whirled to glare
at

Al anna.

"She nmocks our ways!" he cried.

"I mock a shaman who | ooks at the goods | possess and calls for my death
because

he says | offend the gods. Can you tell ne you have no interest in what I
own?"

she asked steadily, her eyes never wavering fromhis staring ones.

Hal ef rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "One third of what you have goes to him
who

slays you. One third goes to the headman. One third goes to the priest. It
has

al ways been so."

Al anna smiled angrily. "I thought as mnuch."
Hal ef Seif raised his hands. "The men of the tribe will vote on this matter
to

grant the Wonman Who Rides Like a Man the trial by conbat."

Wnen passed anong the men with bits of parchnment, reeds for witing, and

i nk.

They returned to collect the fol ded papers, and Halef Seif counted them He
t ook



great care to unfold each paper and place it in one of two piles before him
so

that no one could accuse himof manipulating the vote. Once again Al anna was
i mpressed with Bazhir honesty.

At last the votes were counted. "It is the conbat,"” Halef Seif announced.
2—Fhe Bl oody Hawk

Al anna stood, nervously rubbi ng her suddenly wet palns on her tunic. "I
accept

the will of the tribe. Who will carry it out?"

Haki m Fahrar stood. "The lawis the law | wll fight for the tribe."

Al anna bent to strip away her boots and stocki ngs, exani ning her woul d-be
opponent. He was head and shoul ders taller than she, and his naked torso
showed

hard nuscles in the firelight. He seened agile enough, but only the fight
woul d

confirmthat.

Coramtied her hair back with a | eather thong, his callused hands gentle. As
she

began her | ooseni ng-up exercises, he knelt beside her. "Be careful," he
cautioned, his voice a whisper. "They fight to the death here.™

Al anna scrubbed her palnms with sand to dry them "I won't kill if | don't
have

to," she replied quietly, renenbering her |ast duel

Coram shrugged. "Be that as it may, if it's a question of ye dyin' or him it
had better be him"

Al anna grinned m schievously at her |ongtinme teacher and accepted her dagger
fromlshak, who had brought it fromher tent. "I won't argue with that."

She waited for the shaman to finish exhorting her opponent, fingering the
enber-stone. There was no way she could avoid renmenberi ng her duel four weeks
ago, the one that had ended with Duke Roger on the floor of the Geat Hall,
dead. Unlike the sorcerer-duke, she did not hate this tribesman. She hoped it
woul d not come to killing tonight.

Hal ef stood. "Are you ready, man of the tribe?"

Haki m sal uted the headnan with his dagger. "I amready."
"Are you ready, Wnan of the Northern King?"
Al anna sal uted, her nmouth paper-dry. "I am"

The headman cl apped his hands sharply and the tribesnen stepped back. Haki m
circled, his eyes sharp

"Meet your death, worman!" he cried

Al anna crouched, watching his circling formand remaining silent. She had
never

followed the practice of shouting insults at an eneny; this was no tinme to
start. Renenbering the advice of her friend George, the King of the Thieves,
she

kept her eyes on Hakinms blade. He thrust; she skipped aside, then danced in
cl ose, slashing for his chest. He | eaped back and began to circle once nore,
hi s

eyes wary. Her |ightning response had taught himto treat her with caution
He feinted high and then drove in, his knife com ng up from beneath. Al anna
turned her side toward hiny as his arm shot past her, she seized it and

wr enched

hi m over her hip. Coramlet out a whoop of joy—westling had al ways been her
weak point—and silenced as the Bazhir glared at him

Hakimrolled to his feet as she kept back, unwilling to follow up her

advant age.

He wi ped his hands on his breeches, his eyes never |eaving her. He was
sweat i ng,

and Al anna could feel the fear rolling off him Teach himto think a wonman's
an

easy opponent, she thought as she |unged in.



He caught her cross guard on his, bearing up on the | ocked knives. Al anna
dropped and roll ed away before coming to her feet. Hakimlunged wildly, his
bl ade slicing toward her unprotected shoul der. Twi sting, Al anna stabbed

t hr ough

the web of nuscle on the bottom of his upper arm She yanked her knife free

j ust

as one of his fists struck the nmiddle of her spine, driving the wind from her
| ungs. Again she dropped and rolled. He threw hinself toward her: this tine
she

hel ped hi m over her head with her foot, sending himflying across the cleared
space.

Breat hing hard, she rolled to her feet. Haki mrose, dashing sweat fromhis
eyes.

He closed too slowy, giving her tine to maneuver into position. Gabbing his
knife arm she rapped himhard on the tenple with her dagger hilt. Haki mwent
down |ike a stone, and stayed down.

"You may kill him" Halef told her. "It is your right."

Al anna wi ped her sweating face. "I won't kill when |I don't have to. | hate
wast e. "

Men assisted Hakimfromthe circle as Coram gave her a towel. Faithful tw ned
around her ankles. "Ye did well,"” the ex-soldier whispered. "Any of us who

taught ye woul d've been proud of that fight."

The Bazhir crowded around to offer their congratul ations. Only a few stayed
back, including the shaman, Akhnan Ibn Nazzir. Thinking to nake amends,

Al anna

went to him her hand outstretched. "Is there peace between us?" she asked.
"l

mean no offense to you or your ways."

"Unnatural woman!" he snarled. "The Bal ance will never be right as |long as
you
act like a man!" He glared at the nowsilent Bazhir. "Qur tribe will suffer

until this she-denon is cast out!" Gathering his burnoose around hinself, he
stal ked of f.

For a nonent all were silent. Finally Al anna shrugged and turned to Hal ef
Sei f.

"Now what ?" she asked.

The headman's set face boded ill for the shaman. Then he too shrugged. "The
| aw

is the law. You survived the conbat: you are one of us." The tribesnen

mur mur ed

their agreenent. "Akhnan Ibn Nazzir is no |onger young. New i deas cone |ess
easily to him" He smled at her. "Now we nake you a warrior of the tribe,
and

your man Coram if you will speak for him™

"OfF course |I'll speak for him" How could he ask?

"Then hold out your arm" Halef instructed. Al anna obeyed. In a swift
novenent

the man opened a long shallow cut on the inside of her forearm Holding out
hi s

own wist, he did the same to himself, then pressed his wound to Al anna's.
"Beconme one with the tribe, and one with our people,” he commanded, his soft
voi ce suddenly deep and ringing. Al anna shuddered as an alien nagic flooded
into

her body. She knew without being told that Halef Seif was only a pathway for
this sorcery, that its origins were as old as the Bazhir tribes.

Thei r comnbi ned bl ood welled up, dripping onto the sand. The watching nmen set
up

a cheer. Touching the enber-stone, she watched as Gammal perforned the ritua
with Coram The nagic was glittering white; it filled the air around them
all,



flooding fromevery Bazhir present.

She let Ishak bind up her arm feeling a moment's synpathy for Coram The
ex-sol di er was obvi ously unhappy that he had taken part in an exercise of
sorcery (albeit a short one). Now they were truly nmenbers of the Bazhir, tied
by

bl ood and magi c to the desert nen.

The drinking started. Winen brought out food as the nen told stories,
recounting

their greatest |egends for the two new nenbers of the tribe. The sky was gray
in

t he east when Al anna gave up and went to bed. Coram had been noved into
bachel or

quarters; evidently her new status did not excuse her fromthe proprieties.
Amused, she fell onto her pillow and sank i mediately into sleep.

Sunlight in her eyes roused her. Her tent flap was open; fromthe sun's
position

she saw it was noon. Mbaning and cl utching her aching head, Al anna lurched to
her feet.

"We' ve been waiting forever," Kourrem announced.

Al anna scowl ed at the two Bazhir girls who had wel comed her the previous day.
"

didn't go to bed till dawn," she grow ed. She ducked behind a partition and
changed her clothes, feeling very old and nuch the worse for a night of date
Wi ne.

"They made you a warrior of the tribe." Kara's voice was filled with awe.

" And

you're a woman. "

Al anna pulled on the fresh tan burnoose she found with her clothes. If she was
a

Bazhir, she might as well dress like one. Energing frombehind the partition,
she bathed her face in a basin of water.

"Akhnan I bn Nazzir says you're a denon," Kourremtold her. "He says you have
destroyed the eternal bal ance. He wants us all to kill you."

Al anna dried her face briskly and pulled a conb through her hair before
answering. "Nonsense. |If your eternal balance is destroyed, why did the sun
rise? If 1'ma denon, why do | have such a headache?" Using fresh water, she
cl eaned her teeth.

"Are all the wonen in the north warriors?" Kourrem asked. Kara was setting
out

breakfast: fruit and chilled fruit juice, rolls and cheese. "Are you al
sorcerers and she-denobns?"

Al anna rubbed her aching head. WAs she supposed to eat all that? "Hardly,"
she

replied to Kourrem She sat awkwardly before the | ow table, crossing her |egs
before her. Inspired, she told the girls, "Wiy don't you join me? I'd wel cone
the conpany." It wasn't quite the truth, but chances were the girls would be
far

hungri er than she was at the nmoment.

Kourrem needed no urgi ng, but Kara hesitated.
denmurred, her eyes uncertain over her face veil.

"OfF course it's proper,"” Alanna said firmy. "I'mfenmale, aren't 1? At |east,
I

was the last time | checked."

Even Kara smiled at that. She and Kourrem slipped off their veils. Kara was
ol der, fine-boned and dark-eyed, with two deep-set dinples fram ng her nouth.
Kourrem had mi schi evous gray-brown eyes and a pointed little chin. Both were
t oo

thin, even for rapidly growi ng teenagers, and their clothes were of poor
quality. If Al anna renmenbered Sir Myl es's teaching correctly, both were old
enough to be married; the desert people contracted alliances for their

It wouldn't be proper," she



daught ers
when they first donned veils, at the age of twelve. Wiy were these two single?

Al anna picked up a roll, and the girls eagerly hel ped thensel ves.

"If the northern wonen aren't warriors," Kourremwent on, her nouth full,
"how

did you becone a kni ght ?"

Alanna smled reluctantly. "It wasn't easy," she adnmitted. Seeing that her
audi ence was listening intently, she sighed. "I was ten. My nother died

gi ving

my twin brother and me birth, and our father was a schol ar who cared nore for
his work than us. Coramraised us, and old Maude, who was our village
heal i ng- wonman. You see, Thorn had no turn for woodcraft and archery, and

di d.

He was good at magi cal things.

"When our father decided it was tine for me to go to the convent and learn to
be

alady, | didn't want to. And Thorn didn't want to go to the pal ace and becone
a
kni ght . "

"You changed pl aces," whispered Kourrem Kara's eyes were |ike saucers.

Al anna nodded. "Thorn forged letters fromour father. He went to the Gty of
t he

Cods, and | went to the palace as his twin 'brother' Alan."

"Did your brother disguise hinself as a girl?" Kara wanted to know.

Al anna | aughed. "OF course not! The Daughters at the convent took boys who
woul d

be priests and sorcerers, until they were twelve or so. Then Thorn went to

t he

Mthran priests to conplete his studies. He left themonly a few nonths ago;
he's the youngest Master living."

"He nust have great power," Kara breat hed.

"He certainly does," Alanna replied slowy. And the anbition to go with it,
she

added to herself.

"You lived as a boy all those years?" Kourrem demanded. "And no one guessed?
No

one knew?"

"One of mnmy teachers, Sir Myles of O au, guessed. | had to use magic to save
Prince Jonat han when he had the Sweating Sickness, and Myl es was watchi ng; he
must have seen sonething that gave me away. He knew for years, but he never
told

anyone. | told George Cooper when | needed a heal i ng-wonan once."

"Who is this George Cooper?" asked Kourrem

Al anna grinned. "The King of the Thieves."

"You told a thief your secret?" Kara gasped.

"I knew | could trust him He's always done well by ne."

"Di d anyone el se know?" Kourrem s nouth was full again.
"Prince Jonathan found out, when we fought the Ysandir.'

Both girls made the

Sign against evil; like all Bazhir, they had grown up fearing the Ysandir.
"They
made ny cl othes di sappear,” Al anna continued, blushing. "By that tine | was

old

enough—there was no way Jon coul d have m sunderstood. "

"Your chest," Kara nodded. Startled, she added, "That's right! How did you
manage di sgui sing that?"

"I bound nyself," Alanna confessed. "I never took ny shirt off around the
boys,

either. It was difficult at first, but after a while they just accepted the
fact

that | was eccentric.”



"I still don't understand." Kara was frowning. "Wnen are weaker than nen,
and

unfitted to be warriors. Surely they could tell =

"Not fromnme," Alanna said firmy, finishing off her juice. "I worked hard to
win my shield. | got up early; | practiced late at night. It was hard, very
hard. But it was worth it. | was good enough that Jonathan nade ne his
squire."

"Did he change his mnd when he found out the truth?" Kourrem asked as she
tidied up.

Al anna's blush returned. "No. He said he didn't care, | was still one of the

best fighters at Court."

"None of our nmen would' ve said that," Kourremnuttered. "Even if it was true."
"You can't know that," Alanna told the younger girl. "I didn't find out unti
recently that Myles had known all these years. Men are peculiar." Looking at
Kara, she said, "Wiy are you so unhappy?"

"You never had a young nan," Kara explained mournfully. "You know-+to bring
you

t okens, to take you wal ki ng—=

"Nei t her have we," Kourrem reninded her
"We're practically outcasts fromthe tribe,’
case is different.”

"Unl ess Prince Jonathan— Kourrem nurmured. Both girls saw the m sty smile on
Al anna's face and gi ggl ed.

"It's time for ne to have a | ook around the village," Alanna told them as she
rose. She couldn't explain that her relationship with Jon had progressed far
beyond the tokens-and-wal ks stage. Neither could she tell these two innocents
that CGeorge, the King of the Thieves, had indicated nore than once he woul d
like

to take Jonathan's place in her affections.

They woul d just be confused, Al anna told herself as the girls donned face
veils

once nmore. Although they certainly can't be any nore confused than | am

The dust-colored tent village was quiet, except for the laughter of children
and

t he cackl e of chickens. Few nen were visible; either riding or sleeping off

| ast

ni ght, Al anna thought grunpily. Mst of the wonmen abroad hurried out of her
path. Puzzled, she stopped to see if anyone would nmeet her eyes. Only the
youngest children did, and they were snatched from her sight by their nothers.
"They really do think I'm sone kind of denon," she whi spered, shocked.
"They're just ignorant," Kourremreplied stubbornly. "W knowXKara and |shak
and

| +hat you're an ordinary wonman."

"Not an ordinary woman," Kara demurred. "But you're real."

Al anna hal ted. "What nmakes you three so ready to believe I'mreally hunman?"
she

asked. The girls exchanged | ooks.

"Akhnan Ibn Nazzir says the three of us are easily distracted fromthe right
path, and that we are the grow ng-ground for evil," Kara explained. Her face

Kara responded. "Surely Al anna's

had

dar kened. "Perhaps | ama grow ng-ground for evil!" she cried. "But | am not
a

mean ol d man who cannot countenance anything new | don't nake people

out casts

because they don't bow down to ne!"

Kourrem nodded solemmly. "It's true," she assured Al anna. "Halef Seif wll
not

et himcast us out into the desert, but if Akhnan Ibn Nazzir is still here
when

Hal ef Seif di es—



" Denmon! "

The shriek of rage cane from behind them Al anna spun, her hand instantly
goi ng

to Lightning's hilt. For a moment her heart twisted with pain as she
remenber ed

that her sword was usel ess.

I bn Nazzir, the shanman, stood behind them flanked by wonen and a few nen.
"Denon! " he screanmed again, pointing a trenbling finger at Al anna. "Not

cont ent

with the soul of Halef Seif, you try to steal our young ones!" He grabbed
Kara's

arm and yanked, al nost making her fall.

Hal ef Seif came out of a nearby tent, going to stand beside Al anna and
Kourrem

He raised polite brows. "I believe | retain my soul, Akhnan Ibn Nazzir," he
sai d

quietly. "Surely I would know if it was gone."

Al anna stared wi de-eyed at the sword which I bn Nazzir had not been wearing
t he

day before. It was the crystal sword that had so neatly sheared Lightning' s
bl ade, the sword she thought was left in the desert. So that's what he was
doi ng, sneaking off |ast night! she thought. The sword's hilt design was

di stinctive; where had she seen it before?

"She has bew tched you!" the shaman cried, his eyes bulging with fury. "As
she

has bew tched these others— The wave of his hand took in the girls. He
gasped

as Faithful suddenly |eaped out, seem ngly fromnowhere, to land spitting in
t he

sand before the shaman. "Away, denon!" he cried. Frantically he drew

shi meri ng

yel | ow magi cal synbols in the air.

Al anna reacted. "Stop!"™ A wall of purple magic streaked fromher fingers to
surround Faithful, just as yellow fire left the shaman's hands. It shattered

against the wall protecting Faithful; Ibn Nazzir swore. For a nonent there
was

silence as the violet wall faded from sight.

"Perhaps now you will give nore courtesy to the conpani ons of the Wman Wo

Ri des Li ke a Man, Akhnan Ibn Nazzir," Halef Seif conmented, his voice a quiet
warning. "Tell me now where you obtained the sword you wear."

"It lay in the desert for anyone to take it who could,"” the ol der nman spat.

"

knew the spells to assuage its hunger and to give it greater life—=

"Let me see it," Halef Seif ordered, stretching out his hand. Wen the shanman
hesitated, the younger man's face grew stern. "I am headnan here, and headnman
I

stay until the Voice of the Tribes takes ny right fromne. The request is
reasonable. Do not defy ne."

Trenbling with fury, the shaman unclipped the sword's sheath and held it out.
The headman reached for it.

Stop him Faithful warned.

"Don't touch it!" Alanna cried.

Everyone | ooked at her. Ibn Nazzir glared pure hate. Fingering Lightning' s
hilt,

Al anna conti nued.

"Such swords bite, Halef Seif. | inmagine Akhnan Ibn Nazzir knows it, too.
She

gripped the silver hilt of the crystal blade and drew it.

The sword's magi ¢ screeched through her. Alanna bit back a yell of pain.
Sweat



poured down her face as she struggled with pure magic, forcing it slowy to
her

will.

At last the sword's resistance | essened. She | ooked up at Halef. "It mght've
killed you, unless you have the Gft." The man shook his head. "It's nagic,
but

the magic's been used for killing and breaking. It can only be controlled by

someone with the Gft. You don't have to be a great sorcerer—ust stubborn.”
Hal ef Seif rounded on Ibn Nazzir. "You knew this?" H's soft voice was

danger ous.

"I swear | did not!" the shaman cried. "I know of the power, as would any nan
who grasped it in his hand—=

"Or any woman," murmured | shak, who had foll owed Hal ef .

I bn Nazzir glared at himswi ftly before returning to Halef Seif. "That it
woul d

harm even kill, the headman— He drew hinself up as far as he could. "Such
an

of fense is one no shaman would comit, Halef Seif. Has this woman so
corrupt ed

you that you see evil everywhere you turn?"

Al anna studied the crystal sword. Its hilt was slightly |onger than

Li ght ni ng' s,

etched with occult synmbols and studded at the pomrel with sapphires and

di anonds. She had seen synbols |ike these recently...

Remenbering, she dropped the bl ade, backing away fromit in horror. The
shaman

stooped and grabbed it, slamming it into its sheath.

"What's wong with ye?" Coram demanded softly. She had not seen himarrive.
"Roger," she whispered. "The hilt—t's the same as Duke Roger's w zard's rod!
["I'l never be free of him" She turned and fled to her tent, Faithful
gal | opi ng

after her.

"Who is this 'Roger'?" Halef Seif asked Co-ram as the crowd dispersed.
Alanna's friend waited until they were al one before he replied, and he kept
hi s

powerful voice |low "Duke Roger of Conté. Hmthat was next in line to Prince
Jonathan for the throne of Tortall."

Hal ef made the Sign against evil. "The great sorcerer who was killed not one
nmoon past ?"

Coram nodded. "Aye. She slew him for his plot to kill the Queen." He sighed.
"She al ways hated the Duke, feared him even. He felt the sane about her. She
killed himin proper conmbat, before the King and his Court, but she never
felt

right about it." H's dark eyes were thoughtful. "1'd give a lot to know how a
sword that |looks like his wizard's rod turned up in her path now "

Hal ef Seif put his hand on Coram s shoul der. "She has been chosen by the
gods.

I's that not reason enough?"

Al anna remained alone in her tent until dark, petting Faithful and

re- menberi ng.

No matter how she | ooked at it, she could see no way she could have done

t hi ngs

differently. Made wary—and aware—by her Ordeal of Knighthood, she had

sear ched

Duke Roger's quarters. She had found enough evidence to damm himin any eyes:
t he wax nodel of the Queen, worn away by falling water until the Queen

her sel f

was close to death; wax inmages of the King, the Prince, and the inportant



Court

officials, even one of Alanna, all tied up in a thick veil. She had taken the
evidence to King Roald, presented it before the entire Court. Roger had
dermanded

atrial by conbat: she had won.

She had hated Roger of Conté, but she couldn't forget the sight of himas he
was

carried into his tonb far beneath the pal ace. She'd spent so much of her life
t hi nki ng about the sorcerer who was Jonathan's cousin that it was hard to
realize he was gone.

You' re being ridicul ous, Faithful comrented. He would have cut you up and fed
you to wild beasts if he had won. He was evil. He deserved to die.

"I wish |l could viewit that sinply," A anna said ruefully. "I still wonder

i f

perhaps | nmoved too fast."

That's what he wanted you to think. Renenber? was the cat's tart reply.

Al anna shook her head, still unconvinced. "Merciful Mther, is it dark

al ready?"

"Ni ght cones swiftly here," Halef comented fromthe doorway. He crouched
besi de

her, his face in shadow. "Al ready we have comuned with the Voice of the

Tri bes.

He cones."

"Who is this 'Voice of the Tribes'?" Al anna wanted to know.

"He is the first anong us," the headman replied. "At sunset we gather at our
fires and join with hi meach man and woman anong the Bazhir. Thus he knows
our

t houghts, our wi shes. He knows what has passed during the day. He judges with
conpl ete know edge of our hearts and our minds."

Al anna shivered, letting the Bazhir help her to her feet. "I doubt that I
woul d

be fit for such alife," she said dryly. "To carry all those nenories every
day?

No, indeed!"

Hal ef Seif chuckled as he led her out of the tent. "Not many are called to
t he

life of the Voice, if that soothes you,'
within

the week." For a nonent the tall Bazhir sighed, |ooking older than his years.
"Between thee and ne, woman of ny tribe," he said quietly, "I hope the Voice
will aid ne to a fair solution in this matter of Ibn Nazzir. The old man
disturbs the tribe's bal ance between headman and shaman; it cannot end well."
He

grimaced. "Come. There are tales you have not heard. Before | forget his
nmessage, the Voice asks ne to say that you have net him in the Sunset Room
of

Persopolis Castle."

The Sunset Roon? she thought, startled. The governor of Persopolis Castlel
What

was his name? Ali Mikhtab. He took us there, nme and Jon and Raoul, Al ex,

Gary.

He was the one who told us about the Black City. He was tall, with a nice
vest,

and intense eyes. Jon asked himfor a witten history of the Bazhir—

"Al'i Mukhtab?" she whispered in shock. "Ali Mikhtab is this 'Voice of the

Tri bes' ?"

"He is," Halef Seif confirnmed. "Wat better man to keep watch over the
castl e,

where our ol dest records are kept? Conme. For now, becone a nenber of the
tribe.

he commented. "He will be here



The Voice will be here in seven days. He will answer your questions then."

Alef Seif was a man of his word. Al anna and Coram were returning froma hunt
with the young nmen of the tribe a week |later when Faithful trotted out from
t he

village to neet them

He's here, he yowed to Alanna in their private | anguage. The Voice of the
Tri bes. He has very good taste: he likes cats.

"I know he likes cats, and | don't think that's an indication of good taste,"
Al anna replied, |eading Monlight to her hitching place with the tribe's

ot her

horses. "Who's w th hi m now?"

The shaman, Faithful replied. One of his wonmen friends lured Halef Seif away
with a lie about a quarrel in her househol d.

"The news isn't good?" Coram asked quietly as they rubbed their horses down.

Al anna shook her head. "Ibn Nazzir's stolen a march on us with Ali Mkhtab."
Coramraised his thick brows. "The Voice of the Tribes? But weren't ye sayin'
ye

were friends once?"

Al anna shrugged, | eading the way to her tent. "That was six years ago. He may
have changed. | don't know if he was this 'Voice of the Tribes' then." She
opened her tent flap and stopped, astounded at the five bundles piled neatly
i nside. "Wat in the Name of =

"It is the first witten history of the Bazhir." The snmooth voi ce behind them
made Al anna and Coram junp; they turned to face Ali Mikhtab. The Voice of the
Tribes wore a flowing blue bur-noose tied with a darker blue cord: religious
col ors among the Bazhir, Al anna renenbered. He was the same as when she had
seen

himlast: tall, with wal nut-colored skin and a neatly trimed nustache, his

| arge hooded eyes franed with long curly |lashes. He bowed now, his

wel | - carved

mouth turning up in a very small snmile

Remenbering her manners, Alanna invited himin. She was just wondering how
she

woul d offer hospitality to her distinguished guest when Kara and | shak
arrived,

bearing chilled wine and fruit. They presented their offerings first to

Mukht ab,

then to Al anna and Coram before taking up stations just outside the tent
flap.

Mukht ab chuckl ed.

"I see you have been adopted," he comrented. "Those are two of the three
young

ones you' ve bew t ched?"

"She hasn't bewi tched anyone," Coram grow ed, enptying his cup with one gul p.
"I'bn Nazzir's a dried-up, jealous old man."

"This is Coram Snyt hesson, " Al anna expl ained to the Bazhir. "He taught ne the
basi cs of the knight's art, and he | ooked after ne when | was a page."

For a nonent Coramreceived the full power of Mikhtab's eyes as the Bazhir
opened them wi de, examining himfromtop to toe. Oddly, the burly man turned
red. "She's Trebond," he said as if answering a question. "Snythessons have
served Trebond for generations.”

"You have al ways been blessed in your friends," Ali Mikhtab said to Al anna.

"l

suppose by now you are aware of it." Al anna nodded, blushing herself. "And so
you are a knight, and you have told all that you are female. But you are not
happy?"

Al anna fiddl ed nervously with the enber-stone around her neck. "I have a few
things on ny mind."



She didn't object when the man reached over and picked the enber from her
fingers, exanmining it. At |last he sighed and let her tuck it back beneath her
shirt. "The favored of the gods al ways have nuch on their ninds," he

admi tted.

"The shaman says | am an unnatural |eader because |I will not order you slain.
He

t hi nks you have bewitched nme. Is this so?" He was smiling. Suddenly Al anna
felt

as if a burden had been taken fromher. This enigmatic man was still her
friend,

for whatever reasons.

Coram snorted with derision. "And when did she have time to do that?"

Mukht ab nodded. "I asked the same question, but received no satisfactory
answer .

When | inquired how the Voice of the Tribes nay order the slaying of a nenber
of

the tribe without full cause under |law and a just hearing before the fire,

| bn

Nazzir told me the Nanel ess Gods woul d have my soul for their enjoynent." The
Bazhir shrugged. "The law is the |l aw;, he knows this as well as any." Hi s eyes
were serious as he | ooked at Al anna. "He wants you dead, Al anna of Trebond."
"He had his chance when Haki m fought me," she replied carelessly. "I don't
understand why he's making a fuss now "

"You are a terrifying creature,” the Voice told her solemmly. "You do not

t ake

your place in your father's tent, letting men nmake your decisions. You ride as
a

man, you fight as a man, and you think as a man—=

"I think as a human being," she retorted hotly. "Men don't think any
differently

from women—they just make nore noi se about being able to."

As Coram chuckl ed, Mikhtab said, "Have you not discovered that when peopl e,
nen

and worren, find a wonman who acts intelligently, they say she acts like a man?"
Al anna could find no answer to this. She glared at the guffaw ng Coram

"Many of those who take the shanman's | eadership are woren," Mikhtab went on.
"You frighten them You are too new, you are too different. WIIl they have to
behave differently, now that you are of the tribe? Better that you die and
become a | egend. Legends force no one to change."

"This is too silly for words," Al anna snapped. "Wy have you brought this
history to me?" She waved at the bundl ed scrolls.

"Six years ago Prince Jonathan indicated he would be interested in a witten
hi story of the Bazhir," Mikhtab expl ained. "Since your return to the north,
ny

people and | have | abored long on just such a witten record. Qur tribes are
very old. These scrolls tell all our story, fromthe time before we left our
farnms across the Inland Sea. W ask you to see that the Prince get them as
soon

as possible. It is—vital." He |looked at Coram "May | speak with her al one?"
Coram struggled to his feet and left.

Al anna wat ched him go before asking, "Why is it vital? | hadn't planned to
return to the palace for along tine." If ever, she thought with a terrible
feeling of homesickness.

"It is vital," Ali Mikhtab whi spered, |eaning close, "because the end of ny
life

draws near. Before | conplete ny last illness, Prince Jonathan nust becone

t he

Voi ce of the Tribes."

3—Bazhir Shanman

For a nonent Al anna stared at the Voice. Finally she tried a weak grin.



"You're

j oki ng, of course.™

"l have never been nore serious."

Al anna shook her head. "I think you had better explain it to nme."

"Certain tribes have been at war with the King in the North for two
generations," Mikhtab began. "The cost has been great for both sides. Anong
our

people there is bitterness between those who accept your King and those who
do

not. And in the end, the Northern King rmust wn."

"How do you know?" Al anna wanted to know.

"Asmall Gft of prophecy is given to each Voice," was the reply. "Your King
will winif we continue to fight, because this tinme the Balance is weighed in
his favor. Conquered, my peopl e—eur people, now—waould be driven fromthe
desert

that is nmother and father to us. Al those things that enable us to nake war
agai nst the King and agai nst the hillmen who are our enenies would be taken
away. The tribes would be scattered; we woul d be one people no nore.

"But if Prince Jonathan were to becone the Voice of the Tribes, he would be
Ki ng

one day—a Bazhir King. He would know us as we do ourselves. The tribes you
cal |

'renegade’ woul d nmake peace, for none may war agai nst the Voice of the

Tri bes.

They will make peace, and the Voice will bring theminto Tortall without

bl oodshed.

"We nust accept the King in the North; there is no other way. But we can do
it

so that we never forget who we are. Prince Jonathan is the key. Wth ny
passi ng,

he will be the Voice, and ny people will be safe.™

Al anna ni bbl ed at her thunb, considering. "Maybe Jon won't want to do it,"
she

said at last. "The position seens to carry a |lot of heartache to ne."

Ali Mikhtab smiled. "Jonathan was born to rule, as you were born to make your

own way. |If there is any way he can better govern his people, he will take it.
I

have watched himfor years. He will not turn his back on such power."

Reachi ng

into his robe, he brought out a thick letter sealed with wax. "WII| you send
this and the history to him and | et himnake the choice?"

Al anna took the letter. Mikhtab was right: Jon had to nake this decision
hinself. "I'"lIl see that he gets it."

Cor am shook his head even as he pulled on his riding boots. "I don't I|ike
leavin' ye right now," he protested for the twentieth tine. "That Akhnan |bn
Nazzir would feed ye to the wolves as soon as | ook at ye, and ye're sendin’
ne

back to Corus."

"The sooner you ride to Corus, the sooner you'll be back to | ook out for ne,
Al anna said inplacably. "This is inmportant."

"Keepin' ye safe fromthat old buzzard isn't?" Coram denmanded. "Ye said
Muikht ab's sendin' a man with nme?"

"He's waiting with the packhorse now," Al anna said, giving her friend an
affectionate grin as they wal ked outside. "I1'Il, be all right. | have
Fai t hf ul

to ook after ne
Coram scow ed at the black cat, who was trotting ahead. "Some protection," he
muttered. They halted, surprised to see Hakim Fahrar waiting with the horses.



The tall Bazhir bowed.
"I amto ride with you,"'
"The Voice has said it."

Al anna hugged Coram for a moment. "You'll be back before you know it," she
sai d

gruffly. "So | eave!"

She watched the two nen ride off, their pack-horse trailing behind. Fingering
the enber at her throat, she blinked her watering eyes.

You' re not alone, Faithful remarked. You have me still.

Al anna picked the cat up and hugged himtightly. She wasn't crying sinply
because she felt lost without Coram the gruff manservant would be with

Jonat han

soon, and she woul dn't.

he said in response to the question on their faces.

The ordeal. She dropped through endl ess stretches of water, her |ungs
bursting

for lack of air. She fought and fought, but she couldn't find her way to the
surface. She opened her mouth to scream-She jerked awake, her mouth cl anped
shut

so tightly that her jaws ached. She was forbidden to screamin the Chanber of
the Ordeal!

Faithful fell to the ground fromher chest. It had been his weight that made
her

sl eeping m nd renmenber that awful monent. About to yell her fury, she
realized

Faithful's tail and fur were erect.

Keeping silent for a nonment, she heard a rustle of novement, the soft click
of

hard objects striking each other gently.

Carefully Alanna lifted her battle-axe fromher weapons rack and—aovi ng
soundl essl y—she slid out the back of the tent. Wth Faithful behind, she
circled

her home, a shadow anong the canp's ot her shadows.

A huddl ed figure was drawi ng desi gns before her door. She suddenly knew who
it

was, and coul d guess what he was up to. Hefting the axe, she hurled it into
t he

sand at Akhnan Ibn Nazzir's feet, then strode forward, the violet fire of her
G ft turning the scene into purple daylight.

"Deron, | adjure thee, harmne not!" the old man screeched. "In the nanme of
Mt hros—=

"Be quiet!" Al anna snapped as people ran out of their tents, arned with

swor ds

and spears. "Now you've awakened everyone!"

Recogni zing her at last, Ibn Nazzir gasped in fury. "I will cast you out!" he
yelled. "I will cleanse our tribe of you and send you back into the Darkness
where you bel ong!"

Exami ni ng the desi gn the shaman had been working on, Alanna felt sick. It was
called a Gate of Idramm she had | earned of it from Duke Roger, who had

t aught

her and Jonat han sorcery when they were young.

"There are many kinds of creatures in our world," the Duke of Conté had

expl ained. "Call them denons, elenentals, spirits—their variety is infinite.
Sone serve that force we call CGood, sone that called Evil. A Gate of |dranm
sumons all such entities within a certain range. The result— He had
shrugged

his broad shoulders. "lIs disastrous. Only fools construct a Gate w t hout
putting

[imts onit."



This one was al nost conpl ete. Al anna shuddered. There were no limting spells
in

the synbols of the design. "You stupid, ignorant, vicious old man!" she
cried,

scuffing it out with her bare foot. "You could have destroyed the entire
village! O didn't you care as long as you took nme with you?"

Al'i Mikhtab had conme to the fore of the watchi ng people; she snapped at him
"He

was doing a Gate of Idramm"

The Voice turned white. "Are you nad?" he demanded of Akhnan |Ibn Nazzir. "How
dare you use sorcery you do not understand?"

"She is corrupting our people," the shaman whi ned. "She has corrupted you,

Ali

Mukhtab. | wi shed only to rid the desert of her evil—=

"You woul d have rid the desert of us all!" hissed Mukhtab furiously. "Go to
your

tent, shaman! Rermain there until | have chosen a fitting punishnent for you!"
As

the old man fled, he turned to Alanna. "You have saved us all," he told her

Al anna pointed to Faithful, who blinked sleepily. "Thank ny cat," she said.
"He
woke me up."

Then she |l eft her bed the next norning, |shak, Kara, and Kourrem awaited her
vying for Faithful's purrs. "You'll spoil him" Al anna said gruffly as she

dressed. "And |'mthe one who'll have to live with a spoiled cat."
"The nmen of the tribe do not believe he is a cat," |Ishak told her. "Sone
t hi nk

he is a god. Sorme think he is a denon."

"He's neither,"” Alanna inforned him She picked up Lightning. "Wy doesn't
one

of you show ne where the blacksmith is?"

The bl acksmith was Gammal, her large friend from Persopolis. He grinned at

t he

chance to do her a service, scowed at the girls until they backed out of the

way, and handed a bellows to Ishak. "Use it well, boy," he advised as he
t ur ned

to find his tongs.

| shak | ooked at Al anna, terrified. "I've never done this," he whispered.

When Gammal returned, Al anna was busily punping the bellows, bringing the
fire

to a white heat. The large Bazhir shook his head and picked up the |ong
portion

of Lightning's blade with his tongs, thrusting the nmetal into the fire unti
he

judged it hot enough. Al anna thought she heard an ugly hum but Gamal

di stracted her, boomi ng, "Were did you | earn to use the bell ows, Wman Wo
Ri des Li ke a Man?"

"Fromthe King's weapons-nasters,” she shouted over the roar of the fire and
t he

wheezing bellows. "W were at war with Tusaine. | was crippled with a wound,
so

| went to themto keep busy."

"Coul d you nmend the sword yoursel f?" the snmth wanted to know. Even he had to
raise his voice to be heard over the noise fromthe forge

Al anna shook her head. "I could nend an ordinary sword," she called, "but not
one so wel |l -nade."

Ganmal pulled the Iength of netal fromthe forge and she put up the bell ows.
Wt hout the wheezing, she could clearly hear the humm ng sound from



Li ghtning's

shear ed-of f bl ade. "Gammal, don't—= she began, but the smith was striking.
Hs

hamrer nmet the glowi ng nmetal; everyone was knocked down by the resulting

expl osi on. When Al anna struggled to her feet, the fire was out, the anvil was
cracked down the center, and Ganmal was unconsci ous. She brought hi m around
quickly with water fetched by Kourrem and the Bazhir grinned.

That was a m stake, Faithful commented froma safe distance away. Look at the
bl ade.

Lightning still lay on the anvil. After a nonment Al anna touched it; the

br oken

pi ece was as cold as the forge. "It was not nmeant to be struck by a hamer,"
Ali

Mukht ab' s voi ce said unexpectedly. Al anna spun, startled because she had not
heard the Voice cone up behind her. "You nust find sone other way to repair
it,

Al anna of Trebond." He smiled suddenly, his white teeth flashing. "The people
of

this tribe lived very quietly before you cane,’
and

wal ki ng away.

Al anna scowl ed at the Voice's retreating back, before she realized that Kara,
I shak, and Kourremwere giggling. "He is right," Kara said. "But we are glad
you

cane."

Wth a sigh Alanna slid the broken length of sword back into its sheath,
strapping the hilt into place once nore. She would have to find some ot her
way

to repair it. Her lessons in sorcery had not included sword-snithing. And
what

was she to do for a sword until then? She felt unprepared w thout Lightning
in

her hand.

"Those three should be glad that you have cone anmpbng us," Gammal commrented
softly. Al anna | ooked sharply around for her attendants: they were sone

di st ance

he conment ed, before turning

away, trying to interest Faithful in a brightly colored ball. "Before they
had
little status. Conme into nmy tent, and my woman will give you something coo
to

drink," he added. "The young ones can | ook after your cat, and each ot her
for

now. "

Al anna followed the smth into his living quarters, gnawi ng thoughtfully at
her

thunb. Ganmal's wife served them her eyes nervous behind her veil. "Wy?"
Al anna finally asked. "They're intelligent, alert, quick—+ |ike them Wy
woul d

they have little status?"

Ganmal |it a pipe, drawing on it thoughtfully before answering. "The boy

| shak

clainmed he saw pictures in the fire when he was only six," he replied.

"OfF course," Alanna said, puzzled. "He told ne hinmself he has the Gft. He
hasn't had much instruction for someone his age—~

Ganmal waved this aside. "Balls of brightly colored fire hung over Kourrems
bed, and she played with them Kara throws things w thout touching them when
she

is angry. The shaman says they are cursed. Ishak's famly left their son to
t he

teaching of his grandfather, but the famlies of the girls cast themout as



soon

as they could fend for thenselves."

Al anna coul d not believe she had heard correctly. "But—all those things are
signs of the Gft—ef magic," she whispered. "And Ibn Nazzir said they were
cursed?"

Ganmal nodded. "Sone in the tribe think the shaman has made a mi stake. They
| ook

after the three, clothing themand feeding them Halef Seif is one such."

"l suppose you're another," Al anna guessed shrewdly.

Ganmal ducked his head in acknow edgnent as she turned her mind to another
problem "Does this nmean the girls have never been trained? They don't know
how

to use their power?" Gammal shook his head. "Great Merciful Mther," Al anna
breathed. "1'd rather live in a pit of snakes than in the sanme village with
t wo

girls who don't know how to control their sorcery! Doesn't anyone realize
what

coul d happen? They nust have | earned sone control, or none of you would be
her e.

But haven't you noticed anything peculiar, when one of themis angry or sick?"
Ganmal nodded, unperturbed. "Once lightning came out of the sky and al nost
struck the shaman," he said. "And there are always great w nds and strange

stornms. The shaman says we should kill them at such tinmes, but Hal ef Seif

will

not permt it. The Voice will not permt it. And so they live here, until the
Bal ance shifts in their favor."

Soon after this Al anna took her |eave. The Bazhir were very willing sinmply to

| et things happen, which was strange in such an energetic people. Didn't they
realize that the only way to change things was to act? She tried to express
her

confusion to Ali Mikhtab, to his amusenent.

"We believe in the Great Balance,” he told her. "AIl will right itself in the
end. The Bal ance shifts—+t cannot be predicted. It is |like the desert, you
see.

The sands drift always, yet the desert renmins the same. Man cannot change

t he

desert, and man cannot affect the Bal ance.”

Al anna shook her head with exasperation. "I don't believe in waiting for

t hi ngs

to just happen,” she growed. "If | waited for your Balance to right itself,
I'd

be sone lord's wife right now, not know ng anything nore than my honme and ny
[ ands. "

"And perhaps you are an instrument of the Bal ance,” Mikhtab suggested. "By
your

very presence, you cause the scales to shift."

"Nonsense," Al anna replied, fingering the enber-stone at her throat.

Her three friends were on Alanna's mnd for several days. They weren't bitter
or

depressed about their lot, and their endl ess questions spoke for a

wi | i ngness

to learn. She would have tried to teach them herself, just for her own peace
of

m nd, but Bazhir customwas very strict about such things. Instruction in
magi ¢

was done by the shaman: only in this tribe, where the shaman was uncertain of
what little magic he did have, was no one instructed at all. Not even Al
Mukht ab woul d defend her if she broke all Bazhir customns.



The wistful ook in Kourrem s eyes tugged at Al anna's heart. |shak never

st opped

trying to show her his magic. And Kara was Kara, anxious, ready to please,
expecting a curt word or a blow rather than Alanna's gruff thanks. The kni ght
had been somet hing of an outcast since the day she had reveal ed her secret;
she

didn't like that life for her young shadows. Although her southern exile was
vol untary, she had few illusions about the wel cone that would be hers if she
returned to the pal ace too soon

She fretted over it for nearly a week as she | earned about her new tri be:
meeting its men with Hal ef Seif, discussing the constant war with the hillnen
and the need for new forage for their many herds of sheep and goats; neeting
a

few wonen with Kara; hunting with the young nen; discovering the rich history
of

the Bazhir with Ali Mikhtab

Al anna was still considering what to do when she was sumoned to the
headman' s

tent one night. The Voice of the Tribes was there, enthroned on pillows and
snoki ng his long pipe. Halef Seif, |ooking stern, was at his side. Gammal and
anot her man stood over two bound and kneeling strangers while other nmen of

t he

tribe | ooked on.

Al anna hesitated in the doorway, resettling Faithful on her |eft shoul der
"You

sent for ne?" she asked Hal ef. Everyone but the two kneeling men had turned
to

stare at her.

The headman beckoned her forward. "These two came yesterday to our brothers
in

the Tribe of the Sleeping Lion,'
desert nmen,

when it is plain they are northerners."

Al anna wal ked forward, trying to see the captives' faces. Both | ooked down.
"Surely the nen of the Sleeping Lion are able to | ook after spies," she
suggested, still not knowi ng why she had been called. "Unless they felt the
Voi ce shoul d see thenP"

"These nen asked questions about you, Al anna of Trebond," replied Ali Mikhtab
Fait hful | eaped from Al anna's shoul der. Wal ki ng over to one of the kneeling
nmen,

the cat lazily butted against his face. Startled, the man | ooked up
"Fingers!" Alanna cried, startled. "What in the Nane of the Mther are you
doi ng

her e?"

The second man—ene she had known only slightly fromher days in the Court of
t he

Rogue—+tooked up as well. The thief Al anna had known for years as

"Li ghtfingers"

gri maced.

"He said we weren't t'let you know we was here," he grunbled. "W was t'find
out

what' d happened to you, and if you was safe.”

he explained. "They tried to pass as

"Doubtl ess you will explain in your own tinme, Al anna," Halef renmarked gently.
Red with enmbarrassnent, Alanna faced him "The nmaster of these nen is one of
ny

ol dest and greatest friends."

"Who might their master be, that he sends spies to us rather than nessengers
who

declare their intent openly?"

Al anna sighed. "He's the master of the Court of the Rogue, the King of the



Thieves in Tortall. If you knew him you' d know he al ways sends spi es rather
t han nmessengers."” She turned back to 'Fingers. "Wy on earth is he | ooking
for

me? Surely he knows I'mall right."

'Fingers shook his head. "I'mnot the one t'question his Mjesty," he

i nforned

Al anna. "Not of late in particular, when he's turned that testy. W knew we'd
be

caught, but— He shrugged. " Twas better far than stayin' in Corus, when

Ceor ge

isin a tenper.”

Al anna smled. "I've never seen CGeorge in a tenper, but he's formdable
enough

the rest of the tine. Halef Seif, Ali Mikhtab, don't hold these two
responsi bl e

for their master's orders. Disobeying George—the King of the Thieves—well, if
you're a thief it's sonething you just don't do."

Rermovi ng his pipe fromhis nouth, Ai Mikhtab said, "I have heard of this
Ceor ge

Cooper. As you say, he is a hard man to cross."

"Surely these two haven't seen anything the Bazhir wouldn't want themto
see, "

Al anna poi nted out.

"It is your will that they be rel eased?" Halef Seif asked the Voice. Al
Mukht ab

nodded, and Gammal knelt to cut the ropes binding the captives. "Listen to
me, "

Hal ef told themsternly. "You return to your King of Thieves unmarked and

unharned, but for a little rough handling. His next spies | will return to
hi m
with slit nostrils."” He nodded to Gammal. "Feed them and send themon their
way.

Make certain they are well on the road to the north before you return to us."
"Tell Ceorge I'mwell and content," Al anna added as 'Fingers and his

conpani on

rose awkwardly. "l just need to live ny owmn life for a while."

Li ghtfingers nodded. "1'll tell him but | doubt he'll like it."

H s conpani on | ooked around at the Bazhir. "He may have to," he remarked
dryly.

They were hurried fromthe tent, the warriors follow ng.

Al anna di scovered Halef Seif and Ali Mikhtab were | ooking at her. At a
gesture

fromthe headman, she sat. Halef drew up his own pipe stand and sat as well,
while a young tribesman who had stayed behi nd poured wi ne for each of them
"Are there other such friends who will come seeking you, Al anna?" Ali Mikhtab
wanted to know.

She shook her head. "George is a lawto hinmself."

"How did you cone to know such a one?" The Voice gave Halef a light fromhis
pi pe.

"We net when | first arrived in Corus, disguised as a boy," she replied. "He
becanme ny friend—=

"So he could steal in the palace," Hal ef suggested dryly.

"Not at all. | never would' ve helped himto steal. As it was, he taught ne
kni fe-fighting, howto clinb walls w thout a | adder— She grinned. "Al

manner

of useful things. And he got Monlight for ne."

The Voice's eyes were sharp. "He nust be close to you, this—=

"Ceorge Cooper," she supplied. "He's ny best friend in the world, next to
Prince

Jonat han. "



"This friend goes to great risk, sending messengers south to find you."

Al anna bl ushed. "George worries about ne," she munbl ed.

Ceorge | oves you, Faithful yow ed

"Hush," she snapped, seeing the two nen | ook at her cat. Sometines people
coul d

understand Faithful; she didn't want this to be one of those tinmes. She rose,
nearly tripping over her burnoose. "If that's everythi ng—

"For now," the headman nodded, barely hiding a smle behind his hand.

The incident was soon forgotten, and shortly afterward Al anna decided to
approach Ibn Nazzir on behalf of Kara, Kourrem and |Ishak. She had not
crossed

verbal swords with the shaman in days, and she hoped his rage had cool ed.
Leavi ng her weapons and her cool burnoose behind, wearing a sleeveless tunic
and

breeches (so the old nan could see clearly she was unarmed), Al anna went to
beard himin his tent at noon

As al ways Faithful acconpanied her, a coal -black, conplaining shadow. This is
a

fool's errand, he warned her as they approached the shaman's hone. He will

scream and call you nanes, and probably he'll try sone spell he knows not hing
about .
"I have to try," Alanna muttered as she stepped onto the w de bare spot

before

the tent that served the tribe as tenple and as the shaman's hone. She stood
a

di screet distance fromthe covered opening, spread her hands w de so al

coul d

see they were enpty. "Akhnan Ibn Nazzir! | have come to you in peace, with
open—

The ground before her expl oded, knocking her and Faithful down and showering
them both with dirt and sand.

I told you so, Faithful remarked di sgustedly as he began to wash.

Al anna got to her feet, brushing herself off as she fought to hold onto her
tenmper. "That was stupid!" she yelled. "Someone m ght have been hurt, and it
woul dn't have been ne! | cane to you willing to make peace—

"You wi Il make nothing anong us but war and famine!" cane the nmuffled scream
fromthe tent. "You corrupt Halef Seif with lust; your vile words have
bew t ched

the Voice of the Tribes!"

"Men and wonen can be friends without lust!" Alanna yelled back. "The only
person who's bewi tched around here is you, bew tched by your own jeal ousy and
stupidity!" She stopped to wi pe sweat off her forehead, trenbling with anger
Her tol erance for fools had al ways been slight, and she was losing the little
she had.

Still the old man refused to cone out, although the exchange was draw ng the
rest of the village. "You carry the eye of a dermon around your throat!"

Al anna put her hand to her throat and touched the enber-stone. "It is not the
eye of a denon!" she cried with fury. "It is a token given nme by the G eat

Mot her Goddess, from Her own hand!" Those listening drew back, awed and
frightened. The Mther was as well-known and worshi pped here as she was in

t he

north; none of themwould use Her name lightly. Those who foll owed the shaman
began to wonder if they had nmade a very bad m st ake.

"I want an apol ogy for your insult to ny Goddess!" she yelled, her voice
getting

hoarse. "I denmand it right now Conme out and make it!"

There, she thought with satisfaction, balancing on the balls of her feet.

That



ought to settle the old coward.

Fait hful was facing the shaman's tent, his ears pricked forward. Suddenly his
tail began to twitch. He's not going to apol ogi ze, he warned as the tent flap
stirred. He's going to—

But Al anna could feel it as well as the cat. There was just tinme for her to
throw up defensive walls as yellow flane roared fromthe tent, surrounding
her

and Faithful. She flinched as it struck, holding her nind fixed on her own
spell. Angry—with Ibn Nazzir's ignorance and |ack of control, a bystander
coul d

have been hurt or killed—she seized the last bit of fire and threw it back
The

tiny flame rushed into the shaman's tent and chased the old nman outside
before

vani shi ng.

Al anna gl ared at Ibn Nazzir, thinking rapidly. He was wearing the crystal
swor d;

the sight of it sent cold fear down her back. Not only was she concerned
about

anyt hing that rem nded her of Roger of Conté, she knew the shaman had been a
ri der once. Doubtless he could use a sword. Unless she was mni staken, she was
nmore than his match as a sorceress, but his fencing skills were a dangerous
unknown, particularly since she was unarned.

"You insult the Goddess who shows nme favor," she said when she had his
attention. "You attacked ne twi ce w thout provocation and w thout fair
war ni ng.

|'ve been nore than patient with you. Tell ne why | shouldn't demand your
life,

as is ny right as a menber of this tribe."

Akhnan | bn Nazzir drew the crystal sword and rushed Alanna with a yell.

She dodged and circled away, deaf to the furious shouts fromthe tribesnen at
the shaman's disregard for honor. Ibn Nazzir, at the end of his sanity, was
al so

deaf to them Hi s nmouth set in a crazy grin, he rushed Al anna again, w el ding
t hat deadly bl ade wi th both hands.

The wonman kni ght ducked away, noving easily on the packed dirt. She could

f eel

the crystal sword hunming each tine it sliced past her. The sound made her
slightly ill: it was as if Duke Roger were nearby, directing the sword in its
quest for her life. Enpty-handed, intent on the shaman's noves, she wove and
danced away as he sl ashed at her.

I bn Nazzir was not the opponent Duke Roger had been. His swings were often
wil d;

he was badly bal anced and slow. It was the sword Al anna feared; she had a
feeling the old man woul d not have been as good as he was now wi thout it.

Gi ppi ng the enber-stone, she whispered a wall-building spell.

Violet fire sprang into being, whirling to encircle Ibn Nazzir. He shrieked
and

swept the sword around hiny the wall vani shed. He charged; Al anna junped,
kicking himto the ground. Wth a roll she was on him westling for the

swor d.

The hunm ng was | ouder, drowning out all other sound. Invisible fingers

gri pped

her throat even as she saw the shaman start to turn gray.

"Stop it!" she yelled, trying to make herself heard. Wth a corner of her

m nd

she gripped the magi cal fingers, holding themaway fromher. "You don't have
t he

strength: you're using your own life-forcel™

He knocked her onto her back. Alanna clung to the sword's hilt; at this range



he

couldn't mss once he got the blade free. They struggled, drops of sweat
falling

onto her face fromhim He was turning grayer, and there were blue |ines
around

his nouth and nostrils.

Everyt hi ng went bl ack. The cloud that suddenly enfol ded Al anna cut off al
air

and feeling. She fought, drawi ng on reserves of strength that had been built
up

over years of work and subterfuge. Slowy her own violet fire shoved the

bl ackness away, sparking and flaring where it touched the crystal blade. In
t he

di stance she heard a cry.

The bl ackness was gone. Akhnan |bn Nazzir collapsed agai nst her, his eyes
wi de

and staring in death.

Ganmal and Hal ef pulled the old man off her, and |Ishak hel ped her to her
feet.

Al anna swayed wi th exhaustion; Kara and Kourrem hurried forward to support
her

on either side. Ali Mikhtab | ooked up fromhis exani nation of Ibn Nazzir's
body,

his dark eyes puzzled. "There is no mark on him vyet he is dead. Wat caused
it?"

Al anna rubbed her eyes. She had expended much of her strength, physical and
magi cal . Just now she only wanted to go to her tent and |ie down. "He was
usi ng

power he didn't have," she rasped finally. "He wasn't that good a sorcerer
He

tapped his own life-force because he wanted ne dead." Looking at her right
hand,

she was stunned to realize she held the crystal sword. "If he coul d' ve
| ast ed,
maybe he woul d've won. But | lasted. | usually do," she added bitterly. "I'm

sorry | brought trouble to you." She started to turn away.

"One nonent." Halef's voice was kind but firm She | ooked back to see him
pointing at the shaman's tent. "This is your home now. "

Al anna braced her free hand on Kourrem s shoulder. "I don't understand."

Ali Mikhtab rose to stand beside the headman. "Halef Seif is right. You have
slain the old shanman. You must now take his place until you teach a new
shaman,

or until one slays you."

It was too nuch. "That's crazy!" Al anna shouted, her voice cracking with
weariness. "lI'mnot—+'ma knight! |'ve never taught sorcery—

"Wul d you | eave us defensel ess agai nst the shamans of the hill nen?" Hal ef
asked

quietly. Al anna closed her nouth, renenbering the Bazhir tales of the
hill-sorcerers. "That is the law. That is our custom" He opened the door
flap

of the shaman's tent. "This is your home now, Woman Wo Rides Like a Man."
For a nonent Alanna's violet eyes met those of the Voice and of the headnman
fiercely. She did not want to spend tine bound to one place; she was

sear chi ng

for adventure! Another wave of exhaustion swept her, and she | ooked away.
Fait hful sat expectantly before the open door, waiting.

"I don't care if it's home or a grave-digger's hut," she sighed. "I just want
a

place to lie down." Wth Kara and Kourrem supporting her, still clutching the
crystal sword, she entered the shanman's tent.



4—Studies in Sorcery
One of Alanna's first acts as shaman of the Bl oody Hawk was to approach Al
Mukht ab and Hal ef Self about training replacenments: Kara, Kourrem and |shak
"I shak knows sone magic," she told them "And all three nust've devel oped
sone

control, or this village wouldn't be here still. It doesn't take much

| ear ni ng

to be a shaman, and they would be better than Ibn Nazzir ever was."

The nmen thought her proposal over for |long nmonments, their faces unreadable.
Al anna tried to keep fromfidgeting. Wiere would she find other likely

candi dates, if she couldn't train these three? Al so, giving the outcasts
shaman

status would go a long way toward redressing the wong |Ibn Nazzir had done

t hem

to her way of thinking.

"To nmake girls shamans is a new thing," Ali Mikhtab said at last. "But this
tri be has done many things that are new since the conmi ng of the Wman Wo

Ri des

Li ke a Man."

"Qur shaman now is also a wonan," Hal ef added, smiling just a little.

"You like this, then?" Mikhtab asked.

The headman's smle broadened. "I think it will be very interesting to watch.
Certainly the young ones will obey this shaman."

Mukht ab nodded. "It will be done," he told Alanna. "May the gods smile on
you. "

Al anna | evered herself to her feet. "Thank you," she said. "I'm probably
goi ng

to need the gods snmiling on ne."

The three were waiting for her when she returned to the tent. Al anna | ooked
around, satisfied. The place | ooked very different fromthe way it had the
aft ernoon she had first lurched inside. Brass and silver shone softly in the
| anpl i ght. The carpets glowed in their original deep colors. The hangi ngs

t hat

separated the tenple fromher living area were spotless. It's actually

pl easant

to come honme to, she thought.

"You asked us to wait for you here," Kourrem ever-forthright, told her. "You
tal ked with the headman and the Voice. Are we in trouble?"

Al anna shook her head, accepting the date wine |Ishak poured for her. "W were
tal ki ng about you, yes," she replied. "But you aren't in trouble. | wanted
their

perm ssion to train you as shamans. They said | could."

For a nonent three pairs of eyes—the girls' dark-brown, the boy's

br owni sh-gray—stared at her. Kourremstarted to cry.
"I thought you didn't wish to talk about magic, ever,

| shak rem nded her,

puzzl ed.

Kara had joi ned Kourrem upsetting Alanna. "Grls, stop that. | didn't mean

to

make you cry; drink some of this wne." She told Ishak, "I said that without
knowi ng the girls hadn't been trained at all, and you only a little. Kourrem
Kara, please don't cry. Yes, |I'msick of magic; but soneone has to teach you

three, and I'mit. Listen to me." She sat down on a pillowwith a sigh. The
girls were reduced to sniffles; she had everyone's attention. "While | was a
page, then a squire, in the palace, there was a man—the King's nephew, ny
Prince's cousin. Duke Roger was the greatest sorcerer in the Eastern Lands.
He

was handsore, well-liked, charnming. | felt | was the only person in the world
who knew he meant nmy Prince no good, that he caused accidents that nearly
killed

Jonat han. | think he had ne ki dnapped by the eneny when we fought Tusai ne.



Then,

when | took the Ordeal of Knighthood two nmoons ago, | |earned he had used his
sorcery to blind everyone—+ncluding ne, in a way—to his plans. He wanted to
kill

the Queen. | accused himbefore the King and the entire Court. Roger denanded
a

trial by combat."

She drew a deep breath. This was painful. "W fought. He—eut through— She

bl ushed, unsure of what to say. "I had disguised nyself as a boy— She waved
her

hands around her chest area, turning redder than before.

Qui ck-wi tted Kourrem saved her. "You nean you bound your chest so it was
flat,

and he cut through the binding."

Al anna nodded. "When he found out —when everyone found out—that | was a girl,
he

went crazy. He attacked with a sword and with magic, but he didn't attack

j ust

me. His sorcery would've killed the King, or Jonathan. | had to stop him so
I

killed him Ever since then, 1've felt magi c—any kind of magic—+s too easily
used for evil." She drew a deep breath. "But ignoring magic is worse. It's
like

this crystal sword."” She touched the bl ade she now wore at her waist. "I

i gnor ed

it, and Ibn Nazzir was able to turn it against me. | have to keep it for
nysel f,

and naster it, so it can never be used against ne again. That's what you
three

must learn to do with your magic, or it will turn on you." She rubbed her
nose,

enbarrassed. She was not one for speeches. She was just realizing that she
had

let herself in for a |arge nunber of them "W start in the nmorning. You'd
best

get your sleep.”

The next mnute she was drowning in gleeful teenagers who insisted on hugging
and ki ssing her. She shooed them out and closed the tent flap for the night,
shaki ng her head. "This training will be good for them" she told Faithful as
she prepared to go to bed.

The cat watched her, his tail twitching lazily. It will be good for you, too
he

commented. It might even make an adult of you, but | doubt that.

Al anna gl ared at himas she wound herself into her blankets. "I'mglad | have

you to keep me hunmble," she muttered as she readi ed herself for sleep
I"mglad you do, too, Faithful replied, settling hinself by her nose.

The tonb was dark and still. Behind her the door was seal ed shut by a slab of
rock the pal ace servants had pl aced there. Before her, on a granite bl ock
| ay

the body of Duke Roger of Conté. He |ooked as if he slept, well-preserved by
t he

arts of the Black God's priests. Hi s black velvet tunic hid the shoul der
wound

and the thrust through his chest that had ended her duel with him There was
no

sound in the tonb. He was dead.

H s eyes snapped open. She stepped back, her heart thudding with horror. He
smi | ed.

Al anna threw her covers aside and rolled out of bed, shaking. Lurching to her
feet, she ran out of the tent with Faithful just behind her. Once outside she



stood panting in the cold night breeze, feeling chills as it struck her
sweat - soaked body.

The first magic you learn is fire-making," she told her pupils. They were in
t he

desert not far fromthe village. Alanna didn't want to be near people or
tents,

in case of accidents. A warrior of the tribe stood a safe distance away, his
bow

strung and ready. The hillmen were too near for anyone to risk going far

wi t hout

a guard.

Al anna put a twig down on top of several others. "It's easy for anyone who
has

the Gft at all to nake a fire or to create light," she went on, feeling
unconfortabl e. She had taught conbat arts to pages and squires before, but
never

sorcery; she was worried that she m ght do sonething wong. "You | ook at what
you want to burn—tater you won't have to | ook at it—and you picture it
bur ni ng.

Then you want it to burn."

"What if | don't want it to burn?" Kara asked.

"You have to want it to burn," Alanna said. "Oherw se why woul d you be

trying

this spell?"

"Oh. "

"The source of all your magic lies in your own will," Al anna conti nued

" Thi ngs

happen because you want themto. It's like anything else in |ife—-beconm ng a
warrior, or a good shaman, or a good cook—t will happen if you want it badly
enough. If you focus your will, and see that thing burning in your mind, then
what you want becones real. The thing will burn. Kara, you try first."

The taller of the girls squinted at the pile of tw gs, sweat pouring down her
face as she concentrated. A tiny puff of smoke drifted up, but it soon died.
"That's good for the first time," Alanna told her. "I couldn't raise alittle
snoke when | first tried. Al right, Kourrem™

Kourrem scowl ed at the twi gs; her eyebrows knitted together. At |ast she
shook

her head. "I don't think | want it badly enough." She sighed.

"You want to be a shaman, don't you?' Al anna asked her

Kourremis face lit up. "Yes!"

"You can't be a shaman if you can't do this. Even Akhnan |bn Nazzir could

l'i ght

afire."”

Kourrem s eyes widened with alarm In the next nonment sparks flew fromthe
pile

of twi gs.

Al anna grinned. "See?" She waited for the flurry of sparks to die out, then
pointed to Ishak. "You next."

Ginning snmugly, the youth pointed at the wood. It flared up in a spout of
flame, instantly consuned. Al anna | ooked at himfor a |long nmoment, itching to
slap the cocky | ook off his face.

She knew the enotion was unworthy of her; Ishak had sinmply wanted to show of f
a

little. Getting her tenper under control, she nodded. "I forgot you already
knew
some fire-magic. Before we go any further, |I'd better find out exactly what
each

of you can do."



"I can do fire and light,"’
can

see things that are going to be.™

"He dreamed that you woul d make our lives good," Kara put in eagerly. "W

| aughed at hi m because he said a woman who was a warrior woul d be the one.
That

was the day before Hal ef Seif brought you to our tribe."

Al anna nodded. "What about you, Kara? Have you seen things become different
because you wanted themto? Do you see pictures in the fire?"

"Thi ngs nmove when | am angry," Kara whi spered, blushing. "Sonetimes they fly
through the air. Then | am beaten.”

"She nmakes the wind blow " Ishak volunteered. "And it rains when she cries.
Not

al ways, but sonetines."”

"Weat her magic," Alanna said. "As a shaman you'll find it useful. Kourren®"
"I don't know," the youngest of themadmtted. "Sonetinmes | see balls of

col ored

fire, and | play with them The old people like me to come when they're sick
they say | make them feel better. | thought it was because | tell them
stories,

but = Her eyes were hopeful as she | ooked at Al anna.

Rermenberi ng how Duke Baird had tested her on the day Jonat han took the

| shak announced. "I can find things. Sonetines |

Sweat i ng

Si ckness, Al anna held out her hand. "I slept badly last night," she told
Kourrem "I still feel tired. Take ny hand and make me feel better.”
Kourrem reached out, then pulled her hand back. "I don't know how. "

"Find your own strength, and then shove sone of it through your hand into
ne, "

Al anna instructed. "Go on."

Kourrem obeyed. The next nmonent Al anna felt a tingling energy flooding into
her

body, meking the hair on the back of her neck stand straight up. She yanked
her

hand away, and shook the tingling out of it. "I was only a little tired," she
told the girl, who |ooked as if she was about to cry. "You didn't need to
gi ve

me so much!" She | ooked at them bracing her hands on her hips. "W need to

t hi nk about what you should learn,” she admtted. "You each al ready know
somet hing, or you couldn't control your magic as well as you do."

"How do you know t hat?" Kara asked

"Because |shak could have burned up all four of us wthout any control,"

Al anna

replied. "Because if you couldn't rein in your magic, the village wuld have
been destroyed by wi nds or rain. And Kourrem coul d have bl own me apart with
what

she did just now "

"Then why do you take such chances teaching us?" Kourrem demanded. "You
didn't

know | woul dn't hurt you, did you?"

Al anna grinned. "I may not be able to raise the weather or see the future, but
I

know sonet hi ng about protecting nyself; and each of you, if | mnust." She
scratched her head. "I think we'd better practice the focusing exercise

t aught

you. Then you're going to get the tents | asked for and set themup by mine."
"Why do you want us to set up tents?" Kara asked as they sat on the ground
obedi ently.

Al anna settled beside them crossing her |egs beneath her. "As ny
apprentices,

you shoul d properly live with ne," she replied. "But since there are three of



you, | had the tentnaker give ne one larger tent for the girls and one
smal | er

one for Ishak. Ch, stop that!" she cried as they threw thensel ves on her
huggi ng her frantically.

After the evening nmeal, the apprentices went to furbish up their new hones,
and

Hal ef Seif came for Alanna. "The night is cool," he told her. "WII you go
riding with me?" She didn't need to be asked twice. It took thema few
nonent s

to saddl e their horses and tell the sentries which direction they planned to
take. Once free of the village, Al anna drew a deep breath of relief. She
coul d

snel | desert plants, dust, and horses—a dry, reassuring scent that told her
nor e

than anything el se her life was very different these days.

"I want themto sit with me at the canpfire," she said abruptly, keeping her
voice low in case predators, animl or human, were near. "That's their right
as

nmy apprentices, isn't it?"

"Two of themare girls." There was little light with which to read his face,
and

his voi ce was bl and.

"I"'ma girl, too."

"l have noticed."

Al anna suspected himof teasing her. "I don't care if they're three-headed
toads," she whispered tartly. "They're all going to be shamans, and the tribe
nmust learn to—=

The Bazhir hissed for silence. Faithful was erect in his cup on Moonlight's
saddl e, his fur standing up, his tail |ashing. Alanna tuned her ears to the
ni ght sounds and heard it—+ock falling against rock as men nade their way

t hrough the small gorge just bel ow Soundl essly she and Hal ef Seif

di snount ed;

with a touch, she made Faithful stay put. She followed the man to the edge of
the gorge where they flattened thensel ves on the ground, peering over.

Her eyes had adjusted to the nmoonl ess night, and now she could see the
shadowy

forms of five hillmen stealing along the ground bel ow her. One tripped on a
rock

and cursed softly while his conmpanions hushed him Al anna sneered, know ng
she

woul d have received nonths of punishment duty if she had made such a mi stake
even as a page.

"Rai ders | ooking for our herds." Halef's breath stirred the hair by her ear
had

she been a few inches further away she could not have heard him "I think we
will not disturb the guards.” He made as if to rise, then flattened hinself
besi de her once nore. "Sone |ight would be useful —shaman."” He was smling.
Swiftly Al anna reached inside herself, finding that small bit of fire that

al ways burned deep where only she could find it. She drew the fire out,

feeling

a rush of excitement as it grew swiftly to nmeet her need. Violet-colored
l'i ght

burst from her palm naking everything brighter. The hillnmen yel ped,
shi el di ng

their eyes. Halef Seif scranbled down into the gorge, screamng war cries.
Pressed for time and needi ng both hands, Al anna | ooked around frantically.
Spotting a stone, she pointed at it and gave her magi c the command. She
didn't



know if it could be done, but there was no tine to think. The violet fire
streamed into the big rock, filling it as it had filled her. For a nonment it
seened to flicker and die—then it becane part of the stone, a huge beacon
shining on the battl eground bel ow.

"Tortall and the King!" Alanna cried, follow ng Hal ef Seif. She drew the
crystal

sword, feeling its om nous humm ng in her hand. Once nore its magi c reached
out,

seeki ng ways to take over her purpose, but Al anna was concentrating only on
t he

hillmen attacking Halef Seif. She set her jaw and held on, nmentally telling
t he

sword, Stop that.

Two of them saw her and attacked, one with an axe, the other with a

br oadswor d.

She ducked under the swing of the axe-man and came up inside, running him

t hrough. For an instant sick, black triunph roared up into her mind. She
froze,

knowi ng the sword's magic was turning her fierce pride in being the better
fighter into an ugly joy at killing. She trenbled, fighting the desire to run
the man through again and again, until Halef Seif yelled her nane. She
whi rl ed

intine to catch a descendi ng broadsword on the crystal sword's hilt. The

ot her

sword was bigger and heavier, its owner |arger and stronger than Al anna, but
t he

strange gray blade held. It flickered with a ghostly light that caught the
hill man's eyes. Al anna broke away and cane back, cutting up and under. The
hill man was still staring at her sword; he tried to bl ock, but he was

sl uggi sh.

The crystal sword flicked up and inside his guard, cutting deeply into his
neck.

This time she was ready for the rush of power fromthe sword; this time she
struck back at it with her mind, tearing at its source. Had she been forced
to

describe it, she would have said that it felt like a knot in the threads of
power that made up the sword's magic. Now her mind cut through the knot,
pul I'i ng

it out of the sword's make-up, hurling it into the night. The last of the
woul d-be raiders had decided to run fromthe victorious Halef Seif; the evil
Al anna had thrown away struck his back, turning himinstantly into a pile of
ashes.

"I didn't nmean for that to happen,"” she whispered tiredly, w ping the blade on
a

fallen man's cl oak. The sword's hummi ng was | ess now, and the ugly triunph
she

had felt at killing was only a shadow on her menory.

"It is foolish to et such a one escape, to take reports to his tribe," the
headman told her sternly. "And what did happen? You were not fighting with
al |

of you." His sharp eyes took in the crystal sword as she resheathed it. "The

sword is evil. It will turn on you."

She shook her head. "Very little that is real is evil, Halef Seif," she
replied.

"Magic itself isn't evil, but it can be turned to evil purposes. |If you can

strai ghten the magi ¢ out somehow—*

"And what if this sword' s magic has been turned to evil for ages beyond
count ?"

she was asked. "What if you are not strong enough to defeat it?"

Al anna poked her chin forward; her violet eyes glittered dangerously. "l've



prom sed nyself | will master this blade, and I will," she said between
gritted

teeth. "No sword—not even this one—+s going to beat ne." She whistled and
Moonlight trotted down to her, Halef Seif s stallion follow ng. She nounted
up,

still scowing at the headman. "And that is that!"

H ding a smle, the Bazhir nounted his own steed. "As you say-Ynman Wio Ri des

Li ke a Man."

Al anna had t hought that her girl apprentices mght protest their inclusion at
the tribe's fire, but she had underestimated their awe of her. Once they
realized Alanna would let themcontinue to wear face veils, they agreed. Kara
| ooked frightened, and Kourrem set her jaw stubbornly, but both ranged

t hensel ves between |Ishak and Al anna the next night, |ooking at the ground as
silence fell. For a few nmonments nothing was said. Then the tal k began agai n,
slowy, as man after man shrugged his acceptance. It was the wonen who held
back

that night, and the next, and the next, serving the girls and Alanna with an
abrupt ness that woul d have been rude if Halef Seif had not been watching.

Al anna

si ghed. How coul d she get the tribe's wonmen to accept her and her
apprentices?

She couldn't force themto |like the changes she had brought to the Bl oody
Hawk.

Lessons continued, with all of them studying the scrolls on cerenonial magic
that lay before the tribe's altars. O the apprentices, |Ishak did the best
with

t hese spells, which covered everything fromcleansing the lanps to
consecrating

a new tenple. Al anna watched her boy pupil's growi ng cockiness with
apprehensi on. To her, used to the slightest quirks exhibited by the pages and
squi res she had once taught, it was plain that |Ishak was getting dangerously
over-confident.

"Can't you let ne nove ahead?" he denmanded of Al anna one evening as the young
shaman and her students relaxed in the common area of her tent. Kourrem was
fussing over a | oom she had set up, and Kara was helping to thread it; but

Al anna could feel both girls listening hard. "I1've already | earned nost of
our

cerenonial magic; can't you teach ne sonething interesting?"

Al anna stroked Faithful. The cat spraw ed over her lap, listening as intently
as

the girls. "Precisely what did you have in m nd?"

"I"'d like to learn spells for divination," he replied, his eyes shining. "I'd
be

able to see the future. O you could teach me how to | eave ny body—

"No, Ishak." She said it gently, knowi ng she was di sappointing him "You
aren't

ready for what you're asking. I'msorry."

"I think I amready!" he retorted, his tenper surfacing. He bit his lip, then
went on nore quietly. "WIIl you at least let me handl e your sword? | could
use

its magi c—

Al anna shook her head. "No one handles it but ne."

"I want sonething exciting to do!" he cried. "You won't |let me handl e your
sword; you won't teach ne advanced magi c—

"The spells you're tal king about are strong and delicate. You don't have the
discipline to proceed slowy. Ishak, listen to nel" she went on as he turned
away. "Don't you know what happens when you attenpt magic you aren't ready
for?



If you're lucky, the spell won't work. If you're unlucky, it will get out of
hand and burn you up. If you tried to use the sword, it would consune you.
You' d

die, and nothing could bring you back. Learn to be patient. Stop trying to
ski p

steps as you've been doing with the ritual spells—yes, |'ve seen you! Wth
magi ¢

you must be careful.”

"You're as bad as Akhnan Ibn Nazzir!" he burst out. "You have a cat that's
supernatural, a token fromthe Goddess, a magic sword, the G ft—and you want
to

keep it all for yourself! You don't want anyone else to have fun!" He turned
and

ran out.

Al anna shook her head, troubled. "It's not
her sel f

than to Faithful or the girls. She | ooked at her other anxiously watching
apprentices and forced a snile. Ishak would cool off and find sonething new
to

be excited about in the norni ng—she hoped. "Does that thing work?" she asked
Kour rem

Eager to change the subject, the girl nodded. "I'mglad you let me set it up.
I

don't feel right, just sitting here in the evening when | could be weaving."
"Are you any good at it?" Al anna wanted to know
Kourrem shook her head. "No, but | want to learn.’
t hr eads.

"I know a little."

"She knows nore than a little," Kara announced. "She's a good weaver. It's

i nportant for a wonan to do something well, so she can bring honor and good
fortune into the tent of her husband," she added wi sely.

"Are you two | ooking for husbands?" Al anna wanted to know.

"I"'mnot sure," Kara adnmitted, sitting and wappi ng her arns around her

knees.

"While we were outcasts in the tribe, there was still a chance that a nan
from

another tribe mght want one of us as a wife. But now that we are shanans,
it's

hard to say. The shaman before Akman Ibn Nazzir had a wife, but Ibn Nazzir
didn't—he was too dirty. Wuld a man want to marry a woman who i s a shaman?"
Al anna remenbered that Jonat han had asked her to marry him "As nmuch as a nman
will want to marry a woman who is a warrior," she said reassuringly. "And |
personal |y know two who wanted to marry ne."

Kara's face lit up. "Kourrem did you hear that?" she cried happily. "Two nen
wanted to marry Al anna! Perhaps we have a chance!"

"Um" Kourremreplied, checking to see that she had threaded the | oom
properly.

"I don't want to be married yet. | have too much to learn.”

Al anna | aughed outright at this. "And | thought | was the only one who felt

t hat

fun'," she murnmured, nore to

She squinted at the

way! "

| shak returned before the girls left, looking contrite. "I have acted badly,"
he

told Alanna softly. "I will try to slowdown. | will listen and do as you
say."

Overcome with the effort of apologizing to a wonan, even if she was the Wnan
Who Rode Like a Man, he turned and fled. Al anna frowned, wondering if his
show

of humlity was just that—a show She fingered the enber-stone at her throat
and



si ghed as the clacking of Kourrem s | oom began. She could only wait for

I shak' s

next outbreak and hope that he | earned self-control soon

5-Apprentices

Every night Kourremtook tine to work on her loom Even Al anna, who knew
not hi ng

of weaving, could see that she spent as much tine unraveling m stakes as she
did

weavi ng.

"I just don't know enough," she told Al anna one night, as Kara and |shak

ar gued

nearby over the use of a scroll of spells. "I was little when | was taught,
and

| haven't practiced for a long tinme." She sighed, |ooking discouraged. "You
renmenber Haki m Fahrar, the man you fought?" Al anna nodded. "Hi s nother is the
best weaver in the tribe. 1'd ask her to teach nme, but—= She nade a face.
"The

worren think Kara and | have forgotten our place because we sit with the nmen."
"And it doesn't help that | wounded M stress Fahrar's son," Al anna said
shrewdl y. Kourrem nodded; Al anna tousled the girl's hair. "lI'd give anything
to

be able to help you, but I don't know how to weave."

Al three apprentices—even |shak-stared at her. Finally Kara whi spered, "You
don't know how to weave?"

"Warriors don't learn such things," Ishak told the girls scornfully.

Kourrem stood abruptly. "1'll be right back." She hurried fromthe tent.

"I just thought—all the girls are taught when we are very young," Kara
expl ai ned. "You don't know how to card wool, or spin thread, or—2" She

st opped,

baf f | ed.

"l don't know how to bake, either,
is

the kind soldiers do on the nmarch.”

Kara shook her head. In nany ways she was a very proper Bazhir maiden; Al anna
often puzzled her. She was trying to explain the process of weaving when

Kour rem

returned, bearing a | ap-sized nmodel of her big loom The girl knelt beside

Al anna. "l can teach you the sinplest kind of weaving, if you want to learn,"
she offered. "You couldn't do anything like stripes, but it would be a start."
"I"'d love to learn,"” Alanna admitted. "It |ooks Iike fun." Kourrem grinned.
"t

is fun when it goes right," she said. "I really shouldn't start you weaving
right away. W always had to learn to card wool —you know, comb out all the
dirt

and tangl es—and spin a good thread before we were |l et near a loom"

Al anna confided. "The only cooking |I know

Al anna | aughed. "It's just |like every fighting art | studied," she expl ai ned
to

her surprised audience. "W had to | earn how to nake our weapons before we
got

to use them"

"You have to understand how a thing is nade before you naster it," Kara said
wi sely. Suddenly her face brightened. "That's what you' ve been teaching us
about

magi c! "

"So if you know how the crystal sword is made, you can command it!" |shak
added.

Al anna fought down a trace of alarm "That's not all of it, Ishak." She fixed
his eyes with her own grimones. "To command things of nature, you need to
under stand how they are nade, and you must want to command them Wth things
of



magi ¢, you develop your will until you are stronger than your Gft. Oherw se
the power will turn on you. Do you understand ne?" she denanded.

| shak nmet her eyes defiantly, then | ooked away. "OF course | understand."

Al anna frowned, worried for him but there was no sense in pursuing the
nmatter

now. She exam ned the | oom she held. "What do | do with this thing?"
Kourrem expl ai ned the device, naming the different parts and describi ng what
they did. Wen she finished, she worked the shuttle until a row had grown on
t he

threaded | oom Then she handed it to Al anna. "Your turn."

The [ oom was clumsy and awkward-feeling to the knight, who was far nore used
to

weapons. At |last she drew a breath and started the shuttle.

The nonent the thing began to nove, she realized she didn't understand what
was

supposed to be happening. Wthin seconds the threads were inpossibly snarled.
Kara choked back | aughter; even Kourremhad to smle. |shak | ooked bored.

Al anna put the | oom down, feeling younger and nore ignorant than she had in
years. "Perhaps | need to learn the other things first. My teachers were
right—for real skills, there aren't any shortcuts."

"I"ll teach you," Kourremoffered, "if you still want to |learn. Though it
seens

silly for you to go to such trouble when the things you do are nore

i mportant."

"What's nmore inportant than the clothes | wear?" Al anna wanted to know.
"Kourremis right," Ishak remarked scornfully. "Wy should you fool with | oons
and worren' s things when you can fight and do nagic?"

Al anna didn't niss the scorn in Ishak's voice, or that both girls had flushed
wi th enbarrassnment and begun to finger their veils. He needs a |l esson, she

t hought, picking up a thread. This time |'mgoing to give himone. "So you

t hi nk

weaving is stupid?"

"Wiren's work." |shak yawned, very nmuch a Bazhir male. "It's all right if you
have not hing better to do."

Alanna swiftly tied a knot in the thread. Ishak fell as the carpet he stood
on

yanked itself out fromunder his feet, dunping the young man on the ground.
The

carpet then sailed around the tent frantically. "Did | understand you
correctly?" she asked as the girls ducked and Faithful hissed and spit. "Is
working with thread | ess inportant than talking to denons and seeing the
future?”

When | shak opened his nouth to reply, Alanna swiftly tied a second knot. The
carpet stopped its mad journey, conming to a halt directly over Ishak's head.

"While | have your attention," Alanna went on, "lI'd like to say a few things
about thread magic. |'ve never used it; | l|earned what | know from our

vi | | age

heal i ng- wonman, when | was young, and fromthe pal ace Healers. | do know that
a

worman with a bit of string in her hands can bring down a troop of arned

kni ght s,

if her will is strong enough. Men—Heal ers, nostly—dse thread nmagic, too; but
worren acquire it nmore easily. | guess that's because nost women know how to

weave and spin and sew. You owe your fellow apprentices an apol ogy, |shak."
She | oosened the second knot, and the carpet began to lower itself onto

I shak' s

head. "You can't treat Kara and Kourremas the nmen of the tribe treat the
Womnen.

These worren are your equals. Wiat they do—what they |earn—s just as

i mport ant



as what you do and learn. Frankly, in some areas they're better at it than
you

are."

She untied the first knot, and the carpet whisked itself around the tent,
stopping in front of Ishak this time. A anna undid what remai ned of the
second

knot, and the carpet trenbled. "You're inits way," she told the young man.
Startled, he nmoved aside, and the carpet settled gently into its forner spot.
"

hope |'ve made nyself clear."

| shak gasped, his eyes alight with discovery. "WII| you teach ne how to do
that ?" he demanded. "I want to | earn—wonen's magic or not!"

A hand painfully squeezed Al anna's heart: for a noment he sounded exactly

i ke

her willful brother. "I believe |I nentioned an apol ogy."

"I"'msorry," Ishak told the two girls. "I keep forgetting."

Kara was | ooking at the thread in Al anna's hands with awe. "You mean Kourrem
and

| could do nagic while we are weaving and sewi ng? Just by maki ng knots?"

Al anna si ghed, suddenly feeling tired and old. "I'Il teach all of you in the
nmorni ng," she prom sed. "For now, let's turnin."

ohedi ent as always, they left, chattering eagerly. Once they were gone,
Fai t hf ul

junped onto Alanna's left shoulder (his favorite perching-spot). That was an
i nteresting display of tenper, he commented. Wiy don't you pick on sonmeone
who

can fight back?
"He's got to learn,’
to

insult some little old winkled | ady shanan who will tie himin knots."

Per haps, the cat replied

"Not just 'perhaps,' " Alanna demurred. "You know as well as | do that there
are

traps for sorcerers in the strangest places. At least | know | nean no harm
Soneone el se night not be kind."

You won't always be able to stand between anot her person and his fate,
Fai t hf ul

war ned. You mustn't think you can | ook after the world.

Al anna chuckl ed and tugged her pet's long black tail. "W will |ook after it
i f

| don't?"

Fait hful gave a disgusted mutter and stuck his cold nose into her ear
surprising a |l augh from her.

Al anna replied, dousing the [anps. "Qtherwi se he's going

To the new | essons in knot-magic, Al anna added the names and powers of herbs,
stones, and netals. Ishak and Kara conpl ai ned about the added nenorization
but

t hey studied hard. Ishak now kept Al anna up at night; he was quicker than the
other two, and he had a feel for the Gft, but his eagerness to |learn

danger ous

things frightened her. He did not have the self-discipline of the girls. Was
it

because he had been nore accepted by the tribe? Often Al anna caught him
staring

at her crystal sword; she feared one day he would ignore her conmand and try
to

wieldit.

As an apprentice weaver, Al anna was all thunbs; the girls were baffled. She
rem nded herself that she had not been even a passabl e swordsman when she



first

began to train; but such thoughts didn't soothe her hurt pride. Mking things
worse was the fact that there was no way she could teach Kourremthe advanced
skills the girl I acked.

"I can't do it!" Kourremcried while working one night. A nass of knotted
threads, like a giant spider, sat on her loom "I'm stupid and ignorant—
"You |l ost track of the pattern,” a dry voice said fromthe opening that |ed
to

the tenple part of the tent. Al anna and her apprentices turned to stare at

t he

tiny old woman who stood there. Al anna recogni zed her. Hal ef Seif had pointed
Haki mM s nother out to her before, the woman Kourrem said was the tribe's

fi nest

weaver .

The old lady lifted an unlit stick of incense. "I was about to pay ny
respects

to the Mother when | overheard,"” she expl ai ned. Wl king forward, she thrust

t he

i ncense at Alanna. "Hold this." She joined Kourremat the big | oom "See?

Her e—and here—you broke the pattern. And here." She inspected the remainder
of

Kourrem's work as the girl clutched Kara's arm "Hm Not bad for sonmeone

wi t hout

much formal teaching. A tight, even weave." Kourrem beanmed at the praise.
Perhaps the first she's had froma woman of the tribe in years, Al anna

t hought .

M stress Fahrar wal ked over and picked up the cards, scrutinizing A anna's
wor K.

"Be nore patient," she said, her gray-brown eyes anused. "You're m ssing
little

bits of dirt." She thrust the pieces of wool back at Alanna. "Start over, and

take your tinme. You'll be faster as you get accustoned to it."

She drew a breath, |ooking around her. "You're a prom sing weaver, young
Kourrem but you should be |earning your own craft, not teaching it. | am
sure

your weavi ng coul d becone better, Kara." The tall girl blushed and | ooked at
her
feet. "And you should have a teacher who is accustomed to teaching, shaman,"”
she

told Alanna firmy. "You will learn fromne, with Kourrem s pernission, and
will show these two young women what nore they can study. Doubtless this
young

man can find sonething to occupy himwhile we wonen work," she added dryly.
For the grateful tears and the relief in the girls' faces, Al anna could have
ki ssed the formi dabl e |ady. Instead she nodded, her face properly grave. "I
accept your kind offer, Mstress Fahrar, for my apprentices and myself." At

| ast! she exulted inwardly. One wonan in the tribe has acknow edged that we
exist; and | didn't have to ask Halef Seif or Ali Mukhtab to intervene!

"I amcalled Mari," the nmother of Hakimreplied. "Now, come, you girls. Show
ne

what el se you can do."

Then Coramreturned a week later, he found things very different. He had nuch
to

say about the changes anmpong the Bl oody Hawk. Fortunately, he said all of it
in

private, to Al anna and Fait hful

"I think I"'mleavin' ye in a fairly quiet place,’
hi s

he began as he unpacked in



tent. Al anna was watching as she scratched Faithful's ears. "Ye weren't well
enough known here that ye could get into any trouble, and |I thought they'd
st ay

away fromye. But | come back, and ye're the Mdther-bl essed shaman of the
tribe,

ye' ve adopted three young ones, and ye're forcin' the wonen to accept two of
their own sittin' with the men—=

"You're turning purple,” Al anna conmented when he stopped for breath.

"Can't ye stay out of trouble for a few short weeks?" he bel |l owed.

"I didn't ask for Akhnan Ibn Nazzir to attack nme," she pointed out. "But he
di d,

and | killed him | can't leave the tribe w thout a shaman, can |? Since

have

no intention of being killed by the first rival who comes |ong, or of staying
here forever, | picked three apprentices. It's not nmy fault that two of them
are

girls; but they are, and the tribe has to treat themwth respect if they're
ever to be good shamans. And no, | couldn't have chosen just |shak. \Wat if

somet hi ng happens to hin? All three have to be trai ned anyway, and Bazhir
custom-+t's easier to break the King's | aw back hone than it is to flout
Bazhir

custom have you noticed?—Bazhir custom says / have to train them Besides,
havi ng only one shaman when you can have three is silly."

Coram sat heavily and accepted the brandy she poured for him H s broad

t anned

face was wrinkled with concern. "Lass, ye're settin' these poor folk on their

ears," he said wearily. "They haven't changed in centuries, and ye're forcin'
themto accept things yer own people can't accept—not easily."

"But don't you see? To the Bazhir, I'ma |legend. They take things fromne

t hey

woul dn't take from anyone else. | don't ask themto change for stupid
reasons.

They know having three shamans mi ght make the difference to their survival.
Even
the wonen are beginning to accept the girls. At least, Mari Fahrar is."

Coram drai ned his cup and shook his head when she offered refill. "I'm
wor ri ed

for ye," he confessed. "I hate seein' ye a stranger always. "Ye're an odd

| ass,

but ye're like my own kin, and | want ye t'be happy."

Al anna put Faithful down and hugged her friend. "I don't feel |ike a stranger
here," she confessed as she wi ped her eyes. "It seens to nme that |'ve known

t hese people for a long time—all ny life, perhaps. | don't always agree wth

them but they nake sense to ne."

G uffly, touched by her affection, he asked, "Do ye comune with the Voice of
the Tribes at sunset, then? All the way t'the city Haki m nade us stop every
night while he stared into the fire." He shuddered as he fini shed unpacki ng

hi s

saddl ebags. " ' Twas spooky."

Alanna lifted Faithful up again, putting himon her shoulder. "That's one

t hi ng

| don't do," she said ruefully. "It's too nmuch like letting Aki Mikhtab have
part of nme. | don't want anyone to have a part of ne, not yet, anyway."

"Not even Prince Jonathan?" Coram asked shrewdly. Al anna bl ushed a deep red,
and

he chuckled. "He said t'tell ye he'd be seein' ye soon, somnethin' about
receivin' instruction fromAli Mkhtab. Ch, |'ve letters for ye, fromLord
Thorn

and Sir Myles." For a noment the burly man struggled with hinmself; then he
gave



in. "There's another letter for ye as well." He drew it from beneath his

jerkin,

handing it to her reluctantly. "I should' ve burned it when he handed it to
ne.

I'd hoped ye knew better than to still be consortin' with the Iikes of him"
"Ceorge!" Alanna said gleefully. "Is he all right? Has he been—well, safe?"

"He's flourishin', that one,
over

befriendin' a rogue |ike hinP"

Al anna grinned inpishly. "Wen you stop drinking.'
and

returned hone to read her letters.

Ceorge's m ssive was short, but its contents made her blush. She knew her old
friend | oved her, and she loved himin a nore-than-friendly way, but Jonathan
had al ways been first. George knew it and understood, but his words told her
that he continued to hope.

M/les's letter was |ong and chatty, giving her the news of everyone at Court,
nobl es and servants. Mre than any other high-born person Al anna knew, Ml es
made friends with everyone, not just his social equals. He was able to tel

her

about Cook and Stefan the hostler with as nmuch detail as he gave to the King
and

Jonat han. Only when she reread his letter did she notice that he said nothing
about Thor n.

Thorn's own letter nmore than made up for Myles's onission

Dear Al anna, Coramtells me you' ve been adopted by a bunch of uncivilized
desertmen. How odd of you! He tell me now you're a 'nan of the tribe,' which
is

what you' ve al ways wanted, | suppose. No, don't scow at ne. (Al anna was
scow i ng.)

I am enjoying nyself here. Everyone is very polite, and the library has sone
cl assics of sorcery even ny Masters didn't possess. My education grows by

Coram snapped. "And when are ye goin' t'give

She | aughed as he swore,

| eaps

and bounds. | have attached sonme of the | ate Duke Roger's foll owers,

i ncl udi ng

the lovely Delia of Eldorne. | have no interest in the lady as such, but I

bel i eve she may know where sone of Roger's npbst secret manuscripts are hid.
She

had hinted as nmuch, and |I feel that she doesn't lie.

| enjoy the luxuries: exotic foods, fine clothing, having servants to wait on
me. | will travel at some point, but only when there is nothing nore to be

| earned here.

Try not to be too disgusted with ne.

Love, Thorn.

Shortly after Coramis return, Mari brought Farda, the tribe's mdwife, to
make

her peace with the new shaman. Wthin mnutes the two were tradi ng secrets of
heal i ng. The next day Farda took over instructing the apprentices in herbs:
from

t hat nmoment on, nost of the wonen made their peace with Al anna and her young
peopl e. Sone woul d never be won over and woul d al ways view the new ways with
suspi cion, but they were a minority. Knowi ng to whom she owed the new warnth
Al anna tried to thank Mari Fahrar. The old woman brushed her words aside.
"All

t hi ngs change," she told Alanna frankly. "It does not hurt men to know wonen
have power, too."

Al anna had to laugh. Until Mari and Farda entered her life, she never
realized

that the tribes-wonmen viewed their men not with fear, but with | oving

di srespect. Sonetinmes she felt that she was the one getting the education



not

her pupils.
Kara was just beginning to work on her control of the wi nd when the nmen of

t he

village went hunting for night-raiders: hillmen who carried off a herd of
sheep

and the boy tending them Alanna and Coram were teaching the boys archery
when

t he | ookouts sounded an al arm

Coram swore. "They lured the men off a-purpose!"” He turned to the boys.
"Let's

see what yer marksmanship's |ike on novin' targets."

"What about their shamans!" one wonan cried. "They attack first with nagic!"
Al anna coul d feel the unnatural ness of the fierce breeze. "Kara! Kourren

| shak!" she yelled, renenbering too late they were in Farda's tent, across

t he

breadth of the village. It would cost precious nmonments to fetch them—

The three apprentices ran up, panting, chasing Faithful. "The cat said the
hillmen are attacking and you want us," |shak gasped. "I don't know how we
under st ood—=

"I didn't understand anything,’

Kourrem pouted. "You and Kara sai d—

"Hush!" Al anna ordered. She | ooked at Coram "I have to be a shaman— she
began.

The former guardsman was still instructing the boy archers as wonen and
children

streamed past theminto Alanna's big tent. "Do what ye must do," he said
tersely. He grabbed a strong young woman by the arm "Ye! G ab a spear and
stand

t'the defense!" She stared at himfor a noment, then ran to obey. The ol der
nmen

of the village, those who hadn't been included on the hunt, were already

gat hering around Coram accepting his |eadership. Mre wonmen were grabbing
spears and axes, leaving their children to the charge of others in the tent.
Al anna | ed her apprentices to a hill overlooking both the tents and the
eastern

approaches, fromwhich the now shrieking wi nds came. Kara saw the attackers
first, hidden behind a wall of dust.

She pointed out five green-robed nmen astride ponies. "Their shanmans wear
green

too," she shouted over the wind. "The dust before themis alive. \Wen they
came

bef ore, Akhnan |bn Nazzir could not fight them and the dust devils killed
three

men. "

"I"mnot Akhnan Ibn Nazzir!" Al anna shouted back. Drawi ng the crystal sword,
she

focused her attention on the length of the blade, holding it directly before
her. Now was the time to put its energy to use: it would extend her ability
to

conmmand things to break and split far nore than she coul d have done nornally.
She shouted the spell, sending her energy streaki ng down the snmoky bl ade and
into the earth just a few yards in front of the on-coming riders. The earth
grunmbl ed and cracked, formng a deep trench. Their own frontal vision ruined

by
the dust devils, the hillnen in the first rank rode into the trench
"That'll stop '"emfor a mnute!" Al anna yelled. "Kourrem do you have sone

string?" The girl pulled several hanks of thread from her pocket. She was
never

wi t hout them these days. "Try to hobble as many of their ponies as you can!"
Kourrem grinned and started to work, her heavy brows pulled together as she



wor ked.

"Kara!" Al anna continued, "force the wind back into their faces!" Both girls
tore off their veils in order to see nore clearly as Al anna turned to her
third

apprentice. "lshak—d' you remenber how to throw fire?"

"Yes!" he cried.

"When they get cl ose enough, scorch themout of the saddle!"

| shak bel | omed, "What about the dust devils and their shamans?"

"Leave themto ne!"

The sound of the high wi nds changed: Kara was at work, her burnoose whi pping
frantically around her. The first pony stunmbled and fell, thanks to Kourrem
tossing his rider. Flanes soared fromlshak's fingers, envel oping a big man.
The hillmen were | eaping their ponies over the trench. Once nore Al anna
poi nt ed

the crystal blade and sent her Gft into the ground before the dust devils,
breaking it open. The brown col umms of dust passed over the second trench as
easily as they had the first, and Al anna turned her attention to them
reachi ng

out with her mind to see what they were.

They were mindl ess blots of energy, w elded by the shamans and col |l ecti ng
desert

sand and dirt to give thensel ves shape. She knew better than to use the sword
to

split themin two: then she would have tw ce as many dust devils to contend
with. Instead she sent a whip of violet fire at the shamans, determined to
end

the problemat its source. One dropped to the ground when her magi c reached
hi m

screeching in agony. A second streak of fire, red in color, picked off

anot her

shaman—+shak had seen her purpose, and was hel ping.

Varicol ored shields were fornm ng around the remai ning three; the el enent of
surprise was gone, and they were defending thensel ves. Now Al anna called up a
sparkling, amethyst-colored wall that encircled one of them cutting off his
air. H's pony panicked and reared, dropping himin the dirt as he fought to
breat he. When she was sure of his death, Al anna applied the same trick to
anot her shaman. The remai ning w zard was already fighting off Ishak's red
flame—and |l osing. Wth the deaths of the last two, the dust devils coll apsed.
H 1l men thundered past them their numbers reduced. Kourrem sagged and

dr opped,

exhausted fromthe effort of mamintaining five spells at once. Kara was

| ooki ng

white and ill, but with the deaths of the shamans the w nds had al so stopped.
Al anna made her sit down. |Ishak was still flamng the raiders, |aughing
merrily

as they tried to put thensel ves out.

"I't's beautiful, Alanna!" he cried loudly, not realizing the winds were gone.
"The power is beautiful!"

"Look!" Kara gasped, pointing to the west. Halef Seif and his men were riding
furiously into the village, their swords ready. Caught between |shak, Coram
and

the fiercely fighting old men, wonen, and the boys, as well as the young
warriors of the tribe, the hillmen didn't stand a chance. Al anna picked off
those who tried to escape, so that none survived the raid.

The nonent the fighting was over, Al anna ushered her apprentices back to the
well. Here Farda was already putting wonmen to work cl eaning and bandagi ng
wounds. Al anna nmade Kara and Kourremsit, then briskly rolled up her sleeves.
"Anyone killed?" she asked Farda, washi ng her hands.

The big mdw fe shook her head. "Hassam and M kal are the worst hurt—Hassam
with



a head wound, M kal with an open gash on his thigh. WIl you see to one?"

Al anna nodded and entered her i mense tent, feeling |Ishak behind her. The
wounded | ay quietly on the carpets placed before the plain altar, waiting for
someone to see to their hurts. Cearly Farda had taught the wormen how to care
for injuries, because every matron in the village was cheerfully at work.
Sone

of the hurt, such as Hassam were boys, but they were as silent as the nen.
Al anna knelt beside Hassam smiling at him A wi de-eyed girl, not long a

wi f e,

hurried to stand beside her with a basin of hot water and cl ean bandages.

Al anna

di pped one in the water, using it to carefully rinse Hassamli s wound cl ean
"What

happened to the hill man who gave you this?" she asked jokingly. "Is his
spirit

| ooking for a place to rest?"

"Coram cut himdown while | fought him" the boy replied, w ncing as she
gently

pull ed his hair away fromthe wound. "He said honor is not necessary when
fighting thieves."

"I'"ll need healing salve, thread, and a very fine needle. Tell Farda," Al anna
instructed the waiting girl, who nodded and hurried off. Al anna exani ned the

wound closely. "I think Coramtold ne the same thing when | was your age—and
that wasn't so long ago. Hold still." She closed her eyes and reached out
into

hi s body, searching out the full extent of the wound' s damage. She gri maced
inwardly at the sick feeling in the boy's skull: he had a bad concussi on
Still,

it could have been far worse: the bone was uncracked, and there was no

bl eedi ng

in his brain. She squeezed the boy's hand. "You bruised your head," she told
him knowi ng he woul d have no i dea what "concussion" neant. "You'll be dizzy
and

sick for a while, and you'll have trouble standing—so don't try it. Now I|'m

hel ping you to sleep so | can sew your wound in peace. Al right?" Hassam
nodded, his large eyes full of trust. She placed her hands on his once nore,
reaching for the warmfire of her Gft. This time it flowed softly and
peaceful |y down her arms, nmaking her feel nearly as rel axed as the boy, who
went

to sleep instantly. She stopped for a nonment and si ghed, before pulling her
m nd

back to her surroundings. The girl had returned with the materials she
needed.

Deftly Al anna thrust undyed thread through the needle's eye. dancing at the
wat chi ng | shak, she said, "Mke yourself useful, will you? Hold him™"

The young Bazhir obeyed, hol ding the sleeping boy's head gently but firny
between his hands. "Wn't it hurt?" he asked apprehensively as Al anna tested
t he

needl e' s point.

"Quch! Not nownot after I've used the Gft to put himto sleep. Steady."

Qui ckly she set her stitches, thanking the gods yet again for the training
she

had received fromthe pal ace Heal ers during the Tusaine War. The stitches in,
she cut the thread and bandaged the wound, using healing salve and a cl ean
bandage. Finally she replaced |Ishak's hands with her own. Hassam never
stirred.

H s sl unmber deepened as she used her G ft again, shoving back the damage done
by

a hillman's axe. Dimy she could hear Faithful yow ing behind her, but her

m nd



was fixed on her work. Wen she had aided nature all she could, she rel eased
Hassaminto a real sleep. Wth luck he would be well soon, with an

i nteresting

scar for the nmmidens to admre

She stood, her ears roaring. Preoccupied by Hassam s injury, she thought at
first she had risen too quickly. Then the sick, weak feeling swelled up from
her

m dsecti on, and she swore even as her |egs buckled. In the excitenment of
fighting, of keeping control over the crystal sword, of her worry over the
tribe's young ones, she had overextended, using nore of her Gft than she
coul d

afford to give away.

['"lI'l never |earn, she thought ruefully as she fainted.

It was fully dark when she woke. Faithful was howling urgently right into her
ear, and a slimhand gripped her shoul der, shaking her. Warily she opened
her

eyes, trying to focus without much success. "It's really better if you let ne
rest," she muttered. "I just overdid a little, that's all."

"Fai thful says to wake you," Kara apol ogi zed.

"He says it's Ishak."

A bolt of alarm shot through Al anna, and she fought to sit up. Bone-deep
weari ness tugged at her like chains, trying to drag her down. "Ishak? Bl ess
hi m

what's he doi ng now?" Her alarmwas even greater when she realized that the
enber at her neck was war m—ao, hot.

He has the sword, Faithful cried. Wiile the tribe net with the Voice, he cane
here and took the sword!

Her heart thudding sickly, Alanna lurched to her feet. Her head spun. She
hel d

it, forcing her eyes to remain open. She was in no shape for a showdown.

Gi ppi ng the enber-stone, she sent a plea to the Goddess, for |shak's sake.
Strength washed into her, steadying her shaking |inbs.

C osing her eyes, she reached out, searching for a signh—any sign—ef her
waywar d

apprentice. Her mind touched the web of magic that was the crystal sword as
it

vi brated with new heights of fury. The weapon had come to accept her
conmands,

just barely, but it would never accept |shak. Opening her eyes, she raced

t owar d

the hill where they had faced the raiders that norning.

He was shining in his owm red fire, the sheathed sword in his hand. An orange
gl ow surrounded the weapon, battling with the young man's nagic.

For a second Alanna's nind flickered, and |Ishak was replaced by a vision

An azure sky rapidly clouded over with thunderheads. A pole thrust against it
like a pointing finger. At its base a fire burned, and the wonan tied to the
pol e screamed in agony.

The vision was gone, and she could see her apprentice clearly once nore.

"I shak!

No!" Al anna yell ed hoarsely. She reached out, but the bolt of power she threw
at

himwas thin, and it vanished far short of the mark. She woul d never reach
hi m

intine. "Don't! The sword—t'Ill turn on you!"

"Why shoul d you have it, Wman Wo Rides Like a Man?" he yell ed back
triunphant. "You won't even use it! You don't use your own G ft as nmuch as
you

could. You don't deserve to have nore! | deserve the sword! |I want the power!"
"Then why didn't the sword come to you, instead of nme?" Al anna cried, hoping
to



keep himtal king. She was at the hill's base now. "You can't use this power,
| shak—+the sword's been warped! No!"

| shak drew the sword, holding it aloft. Orange fire shimrered around the
shi ni ng

gray of the blade, pulsing fiercely. He | aughed and pointed the sword at

Al anna,

speaki ng a word she coul dn't hear

Instinctively she threw all the strength the Goddess had just given her into
a

shi el d. She had wanted only to defend herself, but the sword' s nagic
reflected

back from her protection, envel oping Ishak in a ball of flame. He screaned,
once. Then he was gone.

Tears stream ng down her cheeks, Al anna trudged up the hill. There was
not hi ng

left of Ishak or of the scabbard he had carel essly thrown on the ground.
W pi ng

her eyes on her sleeve, she wi shed he could have listened to her just one
nor e

tine.

The tribespeople were waiting for her when she descended, with the crysta

bl ade

shimering in her hand. "Wat will you do now?" Halef Seif inquired softly.
"I"'mgoing to finish training your two shamans, that's what |I'm going to do,"
she replied grinmy. "Wat else is there?"

6—Cer enoni es

The first of the Bazhir shamans arrived a week after |shak's fatal m stake
with

the crystal blade. They came sonetime during the night; when Al anna rose in
t he

nmorni ng, they were seated cross-legged before the altar. Faithful sat facing
them blinking solemly as he returned their stares.

They told Al anna they had cone to teach and to learn, that every w se shanman
tried to study new things. They meant what they said, and they were not

al one.

Wthin days nore arrived with their apprentices until—ith A anna, Kara, and
Kourrem-fourteen shamans and six apprentices were trading spells in the tents
of

t he Bl oody Hawk.

"You shoul d be pleased,” Ali Mikhtab renmarked one night as he and Al anna sat
up

| ate. "You have done nore than nost Bazhir have acconplished in a lifetine.
You

have nade girls shamans. You have begun a school for nmagic that will live and
grow to becone the greatest such school in existence. Even priests fromthe
Gty

of the Gods will cone, even the warrior-sorcerers of Carthak."

Al anna stared at the Voice of the Tribes. He had that misty, far-seeing |ook
in

his dark eyes that privately gave her the crawls. "You knew this school was
goi ng to happen?" she gasped. "And you never said anythi ng?"

He smiled and puffed on his | ong-stemmed pipe. "I have | earned—as all who
woul d

become the Voice nust | earn—+to keep ny silence about the future. It wll
happen

wi t hout ny hel p. "

Al anna snorted, and thought about it for long silent nonments. At |ast she
pointed out, "I still haven't gotten Kara and Kourremto | eave off their face
veils." She didn't discuss it with the girls any |onger because it was a

subj ect



they coul d not agree on

"They are right," Mikhtab pointed out. "They have overcome too nany old

i deas,

but this one they can never change. A woman without a veil is a woman of bad
repute anong the tribes. Good wonen may not speak to her, and good nen may
not

know her."

Al anna t hought of the wonen of the Court of the Rogue and sighed. "That's
sad.

Sone of the nost intelligent wonen | knew as | was growi ng up were
prostitutes.

| didn't know many noble | adies well, you see." Suddenly the ground beneath
her

trenbl ed, and she | ooked up. "Visitors? At this hour?"

Gi nni ng, Mukhtab knocked the ashes fromhis pipe into the fire. "I think you
will like these visitors."

They energed fromthe tent to find the tribesmen gathered around the
NewWconers.

These were five: two riders fromthe tribe, a man-at-arns in Barony O au
col ors,

and—to Alanna's joy—Mles of A au and Prince Jonat han

Sonehow she greeted the guests and introduced themto the headman, the Voice,
the visiting shamans, and the apprentices. Jonathan captivated Kourrem while
Kara watched Myles with a awe-w dened eyes. Once the knight snmiled at her
saying, "There's a dancing bear in Corus who's al nbst as shaggy as | am"
Kar a

bl ushed beneath her veil and fl ed.

The nobl enen greeted Al anna and Coramwi th warnth, reaching across carefully
mai nt ai ned di stances to shake hands.

A guest-tent was prepared for the newconers; but sonehow, when it came tine
to

retire, the Prince followed Al anna to her honme. Once inside the tent, they
wer e

al one—even Fai thful had found sonepl ace el se to be.

For |1 ong nmonents they stared at each other: the short, red-headed,

vi ol et - eyed

worman in a Bazhir's pale blue robe, its hood thrust back fromher hair, and
t he

tall, broad-shoul dered young man, his hair coal -black, his eyes a brilliant
sapphire blue. He wore serviceable tan breeches and a cotton shirt beneath a
tunic of his favorite royal blue, but only a blind man woul d not have seen
hi s

royal heritage.

"I didn't want to disgrace you in front of the tribesnen," he said at |ast,
hi s

deep voi ce maki ng her shiver happily. "Myl es said wonen don't touch men in

public."
"No," she replied, tw sting her hands in her robe.
Anwkward, he tried again. "I'mgoing to be here for a while. Ali Mkhtab says

there's much | have to learn.”

"Do their Mjesties know where you are?"

He shrugged. "They know I'mwith Myles. | told them!| had to get away from

t he

court. I"'mtired of people fawning all over ne." He smled. "No one argues
with

nme, now that you're gone."

Troubl e by the arrogant tone of his voice and the flash of pride in his eyes,
she asked, "lIs that the only reason you canme? To get away from hone?"



"Of course not.'
gr eat

strides, he seized her and held her tight, burying his face in her shoul der
Al anna threw her arnms around his neck. This was the Jonat han she | oved.

Her forced her to look at him "I missed you so much," he whispered. He

ki ssed

her fiercely. She returned the kiss, feeling heat rush through her at his

t ouch.

He bore her down to her sleeping mat; in the time that foll owed, they knew
t hey

still desired each other

Afterward, Al anna got up to blow out the | anps. He watched her as she noved
around the tent. "Wat are you grinning about?" he wanted to know as she
doused

the last light.

She | ay down and snuggl ed up agai nst his shoulder, smling contentedly.
"Vl I,

"worren of bad reputation' go without veils anong the Bazhir,'
"All

Suddenly he swore. Covering the space between themin two

she confi ded.

this time | haven't worn a veil, but it took nme until tonight to get a bad
reputation.”
Jon chuckl ed and kissed her. "I'"'mglad to hear that. | was worried about you,

anong all these handsome nen."

"You didn't have to," she grinned. "They respect me as a shaman and a
warrior,

but they don't even remenber |I'ma wonman nost of the tinme."

"Silly of them" Jonathan whispered. "I can't forget it—ot that | haven't
tried, these past nonths."

"I"'msure you have," Al anna drawl ed, renenbering how the wonen of the
Tortal |l an

Court always fl ocked around her Prince.

For a while they were silent in the dark, thinking, and being content just to
hol d each other. Then Al anna ventured, "Jon?"

"I intend to beconme the Voice of the Tribes." He stroked her hair.

Al anna sat up. "How did you know t hat was what | wanted to ask?"

She could feel his shrug. "I just did."

Slow y she lay back down. "Ali Mikhtab said the cerenony is dangerous."

"I need the power | can get fromit. The Bazhir are incredible people,

Al anna.

Their history is as old as ours—elder. And we | ose too nany nen to the
Bazhir.

It will be better for everyone if they take part in Tortall, instead of tying
up

our armies within our own borders."

"I'"ve been happy anobng them" she admitted. "I1'll be glad when they aren't at

war with our soldiers.”
"Have you been so content that you won't consider |eaving?"

Al anna stiffened, feeling wary. "I have to bring Kara and Kourremthrough the
Rite of Shanmans before | can go. Why?"
"Once that's done, | had hoped you woul d come hone."

"I doubt that the scandal over ny fight with Duke Roger has died down," she
rem nded him

He silenced her with a hand over her lips. "Cone as ny betrothed."

The word | ay between them growi ng larger and larger. Finally Al anna gasped,
"Jon, | can't."

"Why not ?"

"Because |'ma scandal. | killed your cousin. For six years | was disguised as
a

boy—

"I knew what you were, for nmost of that tine."



"You should marry a princess who'll bring you power and gold," she went on
"That's your duty. And you should marry a virgin."

"You were a virgin when we first made |ove."

"No one el se knows that!" she cried, frustrated. Renmenbering the tent's thin

wal I's, she |l owered her voice. "They'll say | was in bed with a whole

regi ment,

behi nd your back."

"Do you think your friends will pernmit that kind of talk? You have nore
friends

at Court than you know. As to ny marrying someone who will bring ne

power —ahat

of you? You' re a worman kni ght and a Bazhir shaman. | could marry the daughter
of

a Bazhir chief, and not gain as much stature as | will if | marry you.

Besi des, "

he went on, his voice suddenly hard, "I'mtired of worrying about such things.
I

want what | want, not just what's good for Tortall. 1've spent my entire life

wat chi ng what | say and do, for fear of upsetting the nerchants, or the
Gl | ans,

or the priests, or anyone. They should worry about upsetting me—not the other
way around!"

"I's that why you're asking me to marry you?" she whi spered. "Because you want
to

prove to everyone you don't care?"

For a long nonent he didn't reply. Wen he spoke, his voice was very low "I
t hought you | oved ne, Al anna."

"I do!" she whispered fiercely. "I do! But— Wat he had sai d—+he resentnent
in

his voi ce—aorried her. And how could she explain that it was wonderful not to
have to trouble herself over Court plots and plotters? Not to have to watch
how

she acted or what she said, apart fromnot offending her new tribe? For the

first time she could be fully and conpletely Al anna; she was still |earning

j ust

who " Al anna" was.

"Marry ne, sweet one," he whispered. "I love you. | want you for ny wife."

It was too nuch, all at once. "Let ne think about it," she begged. "I do |ove
you, Jon. | just need tine."

"All right." H's voice sounded amused. As they went to sleep, Al anna

wonder ed,

Just what is so

As usual, she rose with the dawn. Jon continued to sleep. She dressed quietly
and went into the tenple portion of her tent. Myl es was already there,

| ooki ng

as fresh as he ever did in the norning. Al anna hugged her old friend tightly,
and together they wal ked out into the sunlight. She showed himthe village,
even

taking himup to the hill where she had faced the hillnen with her
apprentices,

and where Ishak had net his doom She said nothing about Jonathan's proposal
hal f - hoping that if no one nentioned it, Jon m ght reconsider

"Why did you cone?" she asked as they clinbed down the hill.

"I thought it might be better for Jonathan if someone bore hi m conpany."
"You're al ways so sensible." Alanna grinned. She waved to Mari, who was
openi ng

the sides of her tent to the norning air. "Mari Fahrar,
M/l es.

"She's the best weaver in the tribe. She's teaching ne."

Myl es chuckl ed, his green-brown eyes dancing with anusement. "Wnen's work,

she explained to



Sir

Kni ght ?"

Al anna bl ushed deeply. "I don't want to be ignorant."

Myl es hugged her around the shoul ders.

"You're brave, to admt you don't know everything and then do sonethi ng about
it."

"That's all very well, but I'ma terrible weaver."
"I amtold practice helps," he said, his eyes still anused. "Al anna,
actual l'y

cane here for two reasons.”
"Ch? You're keeping Jon conpany—what's the second one?"

Myl es tugged his beard thoughtfully. "1've been thinking about your
si tuati on,
now that Thorn is at Court and you are roam ng." He put his hand on her

shoul ders. "1 believe you know | have al ways been very fond of you."

She smled. "You're the only one | know who's forgiven ne for |ying about what
I

really am™

"I knew | ong before you told nme, remenber. Listen to nme now. Thorn lives well
at

Court—

"He's entitled,"” Al anna pointed out, bristling in her brother's defense. "He
is

the Lord of Trebond. He lived like a priest for years."

"I don't question his right to do so. | am concerned about you. If you

conti nue

to travel, you will need funds, to stay at inns, to give bribes—don't frown.
Sone nations use the bribe to support the national treasury. Now, consider ny
problem |'mnot getting any younger; |'munwed and unsociable. It's not
likely

that | shall marry and have children. You' ve been |ike a daughter to

nme—sonetimes even |ike a son.
heir."

Al anna opened her mouth to reply, but no sound energed. Her throat felt tight
and cl osed; her eyes burned with tears. He cl apped her on the shoul ders and

| et

her go. "No need to answer right away."

"I can't refuse," she whispered, hugging himfiercely. "Myles, how do | thank
you?"

He tousled her hair. "Nonsense. | get an heir who knows how to manage an
est at e,

after all the time you ran Trebond for your brother."

"Wth Coramis help," she rem nded him

"Wth Coramis help, but you made the big decisions. And | know you'll care
for

Barony O au as | do." He rubbed his hands together. "Now that's decided, what
about sone food?"

H s eyes twinkled. "I want to make you ny

Al anna was washing up after breakfast when Farda sought her out. "I wish to
speak with you privately, and | believe you will be needed el sewhere when |
am

finished." Alanna told Urar Komm the ol dest and nobst respected of the
shamans,

who now ran their "school." He nodded, and she left her tent, which was
filled

with visiting shamans, apprentices, Jonathan, and Myl es. Farda took her to
her

own home, pressing a cup of tea on the knight.

"It is the Voice of the Tribes," she said abruptly, her plain face worried.



"He

isill. My know edge is not great enough that | can tell what is wong, but
he
is sick, I know. He had ne prom se to say nothing to you before, but | cannot

remain silent.”

Al anna frowned. She thought Ali Mikhtab had | ooked pal e when she encount ered
hi m

| ately, but such neetings had al ways occurred at night: she had been bl ani ng

flickering torch- and firelight. "I1'Il need ny healer's bag," she mnurnured
Farda handed it to her silently; she nust have gotten it fromone of the
girls.

"Why did you cone to ne? Surely one of the visiting shamans—

Farda drew herself up, insulted. "You are the shaman for the Bl oody Hawk. Do
I

tell all those guests that our shaman is not good enough for the Voice of the
Tri bes?"

Al anna grinned. "Sorry | asked."

Ali Mikhtab grimaced as she entered his tent. "No woman, not even Farda, can
keep silent," he grunbled. He was pale and sweating as he reclined on his bed.
Al anna knelt beside himand opened the cloth bag in which she kept her
heal i ng

materials. "Farda did the right thing. Hush."

The examination was brief. Al she had to do was reach into himw th her

Gft.

Deat h was there—bl ack, ugly, and ravagi ng—+ooted in his chest. She sat back
on

her heels, her own face as white as his. "You' ve known about this for a
while,"

she accused. "There's no way you could not have known."

"It is given to the Voice to see his ending," he agreed.

"Way did you let it go?" she demanded, sick at heart. She liked Ali Mikhtab
"Any raw shaman could have slain it at the start—=

"It is ny tine," the Voice replied tiredly. "I will not fight it.
"I'f you had, you'd be healthy today."

He smiled. "Poor Wonan Wio Ri des Like a Man. You know so much, and not hi ng at
all.”

"I can do little now," she told himquietly. "The illness is too far along."
She

took his hand, his inmage blurred by tears. "I"'msorry, Ali Mkhtab."

He squeezed her hand in reply. "Can you help me with the pain? | nust teach
Prince Jonathan our |aws."

She nodded. Slowly she reached out with her Gft, its violet fire streamng
into

hi s body through their conbined hands.

The wrinkl es snoothed out of the Voice's face, and he slept. Shaking her head
to

clear it, Alanna busied herself mxing herbs into a small jar. She | ooked up
at

Farda. "Wen he wakes, give himtea made with just a pinch of this," she

whi spered. "No nore than that—t's very strong. And each norning he'll need
ne

for the spell.™
Farda stopped her as she made for the door. "How much [ onger?" the mdwfe
asked, her dark eyes large with hurt.

Al anna shrugged, feeling tired and overburdened. "If | don't do anything
unnatural, he has another nonth," she said bluntly. She wal ked into the
bri ght

sunshine. |If anyone saw her w ping her streaning eyes, she could blane it on
t he
light.



The new guests began to arrive within days of Jonathan's conming. These
visitors

wer e headnen and | eaders of the Bazhir, the | awrakers and the | aw enforcers.
I't

was clear to everyone that they had cone to | ook over the man who proposed to
be

the Voice, and it was equally clear they were unhappy with what they saw the
son of the hated Northern King, who was not a Bazhir.

Real trouble did not begin until Aman Kemail, headnan of the Sunset Dragon
tribe, joined them Alanna noticed himfollow ng Jonathan and Ali Mikhtab
duri ng

the day, and her instincts for such things warned her of trouble. She

recogni zed

the considering look in Kemail's eyes as he listened to Jonat han answering
Mukht ab on points of Bazhir law as if the Bazhir were wei ghing the Prince
and

finding himwanting. Still less did she like the way ot her nmen drew Kemai
asi de
to talk to him This tall, brawny headman was clearly a | eader, and his

appear ance was causi ng nmany ot her Bazhir to unburden themnsel ves of their
doubt s

about Ali Mikhtab's choi ce.

"There's going to be trouble,"” Alanna told Jonathan as they washed up for the
evening nmeal. "Amman Kenmail. 1'd bet on it."

Jon drew hinself up, clearly offended. "Are you hinting that | can't take
care

of nmyself? 1'Il thank you to renenber that | was a kni ght when you were stil
a

squi re—Ay squire!”

"What is the matter with you these days?" Al anna cried, exasperated. "Excuse
ne

very much, Your Royal Highness! | wasn't aware | was questioning your skil
in

the manly art of self defense; | was silly enough to worry you night get
hurt!

Forgive ne! Permit Your H ghness's hunble servant to rem nd you that these
peopl e play for keeps!" She hurled down her towel and marched out side,

cl enchi ng

her jaw until it hurt. Jon had been sharp-edged since his arrival, alnost as
if

he had to prove sonething to hinself, or to her. She didn't like it. At the
pal ace, the only thing it seened necessary to prove was nutual passion. That
part of their |ove renmained; but sometines now when he tal ked, she wanted to
cover her ears and shut out his voice.

Whi ch of us has changed? she wondered as she sat down anong the Bazhir nen.
And

in the Mther's Nanme, why?

A monent or two |ater Jonathan took his seat beside Ali Miukhtab. He | ooked at
Al anna and smiled, shaking his head. As if | were a willful child who'd thrown
a

very small tantrum she told herself. She | ooked down at Faithful, who was
settling hinself before her. The cat's tail was twitching madly. He expected
trouble as nuch as Al anna did.

Amman Kenmai|l waited until the wonen began to pass the food. Ali Mikhtab was
of fering a piece of his bread to Jonat han when the Sunset Dragon headnan

st ood,

pointing at the Prince.

"I will not break bread with the son of the Northern King!"



VWhat little talk there was died out conpletely. Myles, sitting beside Al anna,
whi spered, "I should have guessed."

Slowy Ali Mikhtab gl anced up at the standing man. "Have you a conplaint to
voi ce, Aman Kemai | ?"

"He is not one of us. He has not won the right to sit with us in peace, or to
take bread fromthe hand of the Voice of the Tribes. Let himprove hinself
before us all, in the conbat!"

"The conbat has been denmanded of Jonat han, who is the son of the Northern

Ki ng, "

Al'i Mikhtab said tonelessly. "Who will speak against it?"

Before Al anna could rise to her feet, Kara and Kourrem gri pped her shoul ders,
and Faithful junped on her |ap

"Think!" Myles hissed, talking fast. "He's not accepted by them even as a
warrior, let alone the Voice. If you interfere, they will always wonder if he
lets others do his fighting. He was a full knight during the war with

Tusai ne—he's no unbl ooded boy!"

"He's never fought hand-to-hand, outside the palace courtyards!” Al anna

whi sper ed, shaki ng.

"But George Cooper taught himas well as he taught you! Exercise your common
sense, Al anna!"

She knew Myl es was right. That didn't help her as she watched Jon prepare. He
stripped off his tunic, shirt, and boots, his face pale and set. Coram held
hi s

kni fe while he began his | ooseni ng-up exercises. Amman Kemail was al so
stripping

down to his loincloth, his dark face set. Muscle for nuscle he and Jon were
equal |y mat ched, although the Bazhir was a few inches taller

Al anna shook off Kara and Kourrem and went to crouch by the Prince. "Think
about

what you want to acconplish here,"” she whispered, forgetting their quarre
earlier. "The Bazhir are strict when it conmes to their honor. Don't shane
Kemai | . "

He grinned up at her. "Wat about sham ng mnysel f?"

She sm | ed back. "You've yet to do that, Prince. Pardon my suggesting it, but
perhaps now is not the tinme to start."

He grabbed her hand and kissed it. "You worry too rmuch, Lady Al anna."

St andi ng,

he accepted his knife fromCoramw th a nod of thanks. Both nmen were ready,
and

Al'i Miukhtab gave the signal to begin.

Amman Kenmai|l |unged forward, his knife drawi ng a bl oody gash down Jonat han's
chest. The Prince faltered back, and the Bazhir lunged in again. Al anna

cl osed

her eyes. There was a runbl e of amazenent, and she | ooked. Kemail's left arm
hung usel essly, blood dripping fromthe wound in his shoul der, and Jonat han
was

crouched and circling.

The Bazhir charged forward, and Al anna blinked. Jonathan | unged back, then
forward again; his left foot connected solidly with Kemail's chest. The
Bazhir

fell to the ground with a crash. Wakly he struggled to his feet just as Jon
lunged for himagain. Hs right fist, weighted with his dagger hilt, |ashed
forward in another nmovenent too quick for Alanna to follow, striking Kenail
squarely on the chin. The Bazhir dropped and lay still, knocked unconsci ous.
Ali Mikhtab cane forward. "He is yours to kill," the Voice comented, his
face

reveal i ng none of his feelings. Around themthe Bazhir men, guests and Bl oody
Hawk ali ke, were silent. "You have won. It is your right."

Jonat han shook his head. "Amman Kemail was honest in expressing his doubts.
Vére



| in his place, | would have done the sane. | can't kill a man for not liking
me, although | can hope he will change his nind, when he knows nme better."
Men came forward and carried the still-unconscious headman out of the circle,
back to his own tent. Those who remai ned wat ched Jonat han t houghtfully.

Coram rushed forward with a drying-cloth, and Kara handed Al anna her healer's
bag. She started to work on Jonathan's chest wound: the blood fromit was
already clotting. "How did | do?" Jon said panting, accepting a skin of water
from Kourrem

"Where did you learn that kind of fighting, kicking, and that style of

punchi ng?" she demanded, rubbing salve into the gash. "CGeorge never taught
you

to fight like that."

Jonat han smiled at her. "About a nonth after you left, a Shang warrior called
the Wl f cane to stay at the palace. |1've been studying with him | just
never

t hought what he taught ne woul d be useful so soon.”

"Shang warriors are tricky," Coramadnitted. "But this one did well by ye."
"What's a Shang warrior?" Kara whispered to Al anna.

"They're trained to fight fromchildhood,” M/l es answered. "They can handl e
al |

manner of weapons as if born holding them but they're deadliest with their
bare

hands and feet. The nmen and wonen—

"And wonen?" gasped Kourrem surprised

"Not many wonen survive the Shang way of life, but those who do are as

| egendary

as the nen," Myles replied. "As | was saying, they set great store by

per sonal

honor and skill, always seeki ng new chal |l enges and never staying long in one
pl ace."

"Li ke Al anna," Kara pointed out.

"Very like," Myles agreed, smiling slightly.

Al anna fini shed bandaging the Prince. It was funny to hear Myl es teaching the
girls much as he had taught her. She stitched the bandage cl osed as Al

Mukht ab

canme over to them

"You have earned your way anmpong the Bazhir, Jonathan of Conté,"’
formally. "WIIl you join with our people now?"

Jonat han nodded, standing. "What rmust | do?"

Al anna, Myl es, and the others watched as Jonat han underwent the cerenony that
bound himto the Bazhir and the desert. Only a fool would not have noticed

t hat

the Bazhir were | ess happy with Jonathan's beconing a Bazhir than the men of
t he

Bl oody Hawk had been when Al anna had joined them They were quiet as Al

Mukht ab

cut Jon's armand his own, and there was no feast afterwards.

"They wel comed you, didn't they?" Jon asked Al anna when they were in bed.
"Yes," she whi spered.

"They're still not convinced I'll be a good Voice of the Tribes. I'Il sinply
have to prove it with nmy actions,"” he commented. He hugged Al anna close. "I

he said

know

I'"ve been a bit difficult to be around lately," he confessed. "I've been
hemred-in and proper all ny life, and lately it's been bothering nme. | want
to

break | oose and do all the things I'mnot supposed to. I'Il probably never do
them and right now I'mfighting it. Can you understand that?"

"No," Alanna replied frankly. "1've spent all nmy life trying to avoid getting

caught in just that kind of trap."
"Well, ny lovely Lioness, that's the trap | was born into. 1'Il get over this



restl essness, | suppose. | really do want to be a good king, and a good Voice
of

the Tribes."

"Then you'll do it," she reassured him "I don't doubt it for a mnute."

After Jonathan's initiation into the Bazhir, Alanna spent little tine with
Kar a

and Kourrem leaving themto study with the visiting shamans. Her visits to
Ali

Mukhtab grew to twice a day, |eaving her weary and sick each tinme. Only Farda
and the Voice hinmself knew what she was doing. During her free hours, she

tal ked

with Myles, learning all she needed to know about Barony O au, even as Jon
studied late with Mikhtab. At last Myles admitted that Al anna had not hi ng

| eft

to |l earn about his estates. "If you don't mind, 1'd like to formally adopt
you
here. The Bazhir cerenbny is sinple, and quite legal." He chuckled. "I think

your desert friends would be happy if you gained a father, even a

di sreput abl e

one |like ne."

Al anna hugged him She was di scovering that each tine she hugged Myles, it
got

easier. It was one of the many ways in which living as a girl was far nore
pl easant; boys were not supposed to show affection openly. "You aren't

di sreputable at all; well, not that disreputable. If only you' d wear nicer
clothes. It's not as if you can't afford it." She had di scovered Myl es was
far

weal thi er than she dreaned, as a result of an unnoblelike interest in trade.
"But I'mconfortable this way," the knight pointed out. He added shrewdly,
"o

course, if you married Jon, | would have to dress up fromtine to tine."
Faithful uttered a small yowl p as Al anna stared at her friend. "How did you
know?"

"I"'mnot blind. Al the way down here he was broodi ng. Wen he wasn't, he
tal ked

about why a Prince marries.”

"Ch." Alanna fingered her enber-stone. "I told himl'd think about it."
"\Why 2"

"I"'mnot sure he wants to marry me for the right reasons,” she admtted. "He
seens angry that people expect himto behave a certain way because he's the
Prince. He calls it "a trap he was born into.' " Picking up Faithful, Al anna

draped hi m around her shoulders. "I don't blanme himfor wanting to

rebel that's

one of the reasons | left Court. But | don't like the idea of his proving
he' s

rebelling by marriage with me. That makes ne into a thing that's evidence he
can

do what he wants, instead of |eaving ne a person.”

"He does love you," Myl es pointed out.

She sighed. "I know he does. But | wonder if he'd have proposed if he
weren't—tchy. You know sonething el se, Myles? | never |iked people watching
ne

and tal king about nme all the tine, even when they were saying nice things. And
I

still haven't learned to live with killing Roger." The cat thrust his nose
into
her ear, and she winced. "I like it here. The Bazhir accept me. |I'm nyself

w th



them Well, as much nyself as anyone can be when they're a shaman and a
warrior,

and when they don't want to hurt people's feelings."

"Do you | ove Jon?"

Al anna scratched Faithful's ears, her violet eyes sad. "Love's wonderful, but
it

is not enough to keep us together for years of marriage. I'mnot sure if |I'm
ready; I'mnot sure if Jon's ready. | have to be sure, if | want to marry

Ki ng

Roald's heir." She smiled. "Yes, | love him That's the whole problem"”

He stood, putting a hand on her shoul der. "The only advice | can give you,

t hen,

is to decide carefully. If you are so uncertain, you would make a bad
deci si on

if you married now. 'No' can always be changed to 'yes,' but it's very hard
to

change 'yes' to 'no.
up

to."

Conme on. Snmile. Let's go see what your apprentices are

The apprentices were easy to find. Al of the shamans in the village, as well
as

Jonat han, Ali Mikhtab, Farda, and Halef Seif, were gathered around the well.
In

t he open space before Ali Mikhtab's tent stood Kara, her veils whipping
around

her as she raised a whirling funnel of dust in the air before her. Al anna had
to

grin with pride. The Bazhir nmaiden had come a |long way from being unable to
control the wi nds she summoned.

Then Kourrem stepped forward, a bit of thread in her hands. Her |ips noving,
she

tied a conplex knot in the thread. The tw ster, which had been slowy grow ng
toward the sky, halted. Dust fell slowmy down its sides and was scooped in
once

nore. Kourrem grinned and tied a second, harder knot: the dust collapsed to
earth. The shamans appl auded the two girls, who | aughed and bl ushed behi nd
their

veils.

"They know as much as any shaman.” Umar Kommtold Al anna. "They must be
initiated soon."

Al anna frowned. "They're very young. If | leave, I'mafraid they'Il get into
trouble.”

The old man chuckl ed. "You worry over them as the desert grouse worries over
her

chicks," he informed her. "But you are right. A shaman who is too young can

| ead

atribe togrief. I believe Mahnman Fadul would |ike to be principal shanman of
ny

tribe." He nodded to the young man who had conme with him a handsone fell ow
who

had a habit of watching Alanna with admiration. "If you wish, I will conme to
t he

Bl oody Hawk and watch over your chicks, Wman Wo Rides Like a Man. | can
oversee this school of shamans while the young ones tend to the needs of the
tribe."”

Al anna ni bbl ed her thunb. "I guess I'mworried that |1'd be deserting ny
post, "

she admitted.



Umar Komm shook his head. "No one believes you will remain anong us all your
life. That you have stayed so long is an honor to our people. And you may

al ways

return.’

Al anna felt as if a heavy burden had been lifted from her shoulders. "If that
is

so, then | gladly accept your offer,"’
days—the girls can be initiated then."

she said. "The full npbon is in five

"Excel lent." Umar Konm nodded. "I shall tell the wonmen of the tribe to prepare
a

feast we will long renmenber." He was silent for a nmonent, then he drew her
aside. "Alanna, howill is the Voice of the Tribes?"

Al anna gl anced at Ali Miukhtab. He was leaning on a tall staff, his face

grayi sh

under his tan. "Wy do you ask?"

"The shamans speak of it quietly, anong thensel ves. W have eyes and can see.
He

is dying, is he not?"

Al anna nodded.

"Qur people begin to suspect. Wien we comrune with the Voice, he feels old.
And

tired. Hs mndis a disciplined one, and he lets nothing el se through, but
had

you touched his thoughts when he was in his prinme—=

"lI've never comuned with the Voice," she admitted.

Urar Komm smiled. "OF course not. You are afraid you will |ose yourself if
you

join with another—even if you join only in love, as with your northern
Prince."

"Does everyone know ny business?" she demanded tartly, just remenbering to
keep

her voi ce down.

"The Bazhir have cl ear eyes,
north

both | ove you, each in his own way. It would be a fine thing for our people
if

the Wonman Who Rides Like a Man were to wed the Voice of the Tribes."

"And if | don't?" she asked steadily.

the shaman replied. "And the lords fromthe

H s face was surprised. "Wiy, then you are still the Wman W Rides Like a
Man,
and he is still the Voice. If he passes the rite, of course."

Al anna excused herself, seeing that Ali Mikhtab needed to go inside and lie
down. "If," indeed, she thought.

That, after the evening nmeal, Halef Seif took her aside. "Sir Myles of O au
tells nme he wishes to bring you into his tent as his heir," he said. Al anna
nodded, and a smile brightened the headman's face. "I feel strange saying he
wi shes you to be his daughter, since a daughter cannot inherit all the father
owns anong our people. He says to ne you have been friends a long tine."

"He taught me everything | knew about the Bazhir before | came here," she

sai d.

"In fact, he taught ne a nunber of useful things when | was growing up. |'m
honored that he wants to adopt ne."

"Many strange things have happened to you since your birth," Halef nused. "I
believe finding a father when you are grown is no stranger than any. Do you
wi sh

the cerenony to be done tonight?"

"Toni ght ?"

"Why del ay? You have your tribe around you, your Prince to give his blessing—



Al anna swal | owed the lunp that had forned in her throat. "Wy not tonight,

i ndeed?" she said bravely. "Uh—ill this be like the time | was adopted into
t he

tri be?"

"Exactly like," he admtted as he ushered her back into the circle of
firelight.

Al anna | ooked at the scar on her wist fromher initiation into the tribe and
gri maced. She was vain enough not to want any nore scars than she had, but
sensi bl e enough to know she woul d probably collect nmore in the way of life
she

had chosen. Halef Seif was holding up his hands, calling for everyone's
attention. Myles stood, dusting off the back of his breeches.

"Toni ght the northerner called Myles of Aau, the Friend of the Bazhir,
desires

to take Al anna of the Bloody Hawk into his tent as his daughter and his
heir."

He waited for the surprised murmurs to end before speaking again. "By our

I aw,

seven nen nust witness this rite. Wio will wtness?"

Al anna bl ushed as nearly every man in the circle volunteered. Hal ef Seif

pi cked

Al'i Mikhtab, Jonathan, Coram Umar Komm Ganmal the smth—

"Hal ef Seif," Al anna said nervously. The headman | ooked at her. "I would like
ny

apprentices to witness."

Again there was a murmur; wonmen were not legally pernmitted to performin
cerenoni es such as this. Al anna clenched her teeth. If they were to be
shamans,

the girls would have to take part in every tribal activity. Kara and Kourrem
hung back, but the men urged them forward, until they stood with the other

wi t nesses. Halef Seif was heating his knife blade in the big fire.

"Roll up your sleeve and snile," Myl es whispered as he did the same. Al anna
rolled up her right sleeve, thinking that it was not the sane as receiving a
wound in battle: on those occasions it was often | ong nonments before she even
knew she was hurt, and the excitement of fighting acted as its own

pai n-killing

drug. Now she could only brace herself as Halef Seif lightly cut Myles's

wi st

then hers, pressing themtogether as blood welled out. Once again Al anna felt
odd j oi ni ng-magi ¢ as Hal ef Seif comranded, "Become one with each other, wth
t he

Bazhir, with the desert we |ove.'
sand

as the tribesnen cheered.

"Now, was that so bad?" Myl es asked her as Farda bandaged t hem both. Al anna
gri maced and wat ched the witnesses sign the | egal documents Myl es had brought
with himfrom Corus. Then she realized she now had a father who | oved her,
and

she | aughed as tears ran down her face.

The conbi ned drops fell, soaking into the

Jonat han found her |ater as she struggled once nore with the crystal bl ade,
forcing another spot of evil out of the sword' s make-up. She smiled up at him
as

he wi ped sweat fromher forehead with a cool cloth. "I think that every tine

I

do this, ny Gft gets stronger," she gasped

He frowned at her. "Does it always tire you so much?" Wen she didn't answer,
he

added softly, "Or does it tire you because you' re wearing yourself out



keepi ng

Al'i Miukhtab alive?"

"I have to do it, if you're to become the Voice," she replied, turning the
sword

over in her fingers. "That's what you want—and that's what he wants. | think
you

could probably handle this, now " She offered it to him "It's not as bad as
it

was when | took it fromlbn Nazzir."

He took the weapon, his eyebrows lifting as he felt its power. "It nust have
been terrible.”

She shrugged. "I just wish | knew how it was related to Duke Roger."

He returned the sword, hilt-first, and she sheathed it. "I was asking Ml es

about that. He rem nded nme of something—did you know t hat Roger was a fanpus
amat eur j ewel er when he was younger?"

She stared at him eyes wi de. "No."

"He made hilts, pendants— think he designed his sorcerer's rod. | believe

t he

hilt for this sword is his work."

"And the bl ade?" she wanted to know.

He smiled grimy. "I've been going through Roger's books and papers, those
can

find. I know nore about himthan |I did when he died. Yes, ny love, | believe
that blade is his work, too. I wi sh you were carrying Lightning again."

"I do, too. I'"Il just have to keep searching for a way to nend it." She

si ghed,

then put the sword down and | et himgive her a hand up fromthe pillow on
whi ch

she sat. She had been working before the altar; now he | ed her back to the
sl eepi ng quarters.

"Al anna?" he asked as she prepared for the night. "Do you still wear that
charm

M stress Cooper gave you to keep you fromgetting pregnant?"

She showed it to him hanging hal f-hidden on the same chain that suspended
her

enber-stone. "l never go without it."

"I trust you'll leave it off after we're married,” he said with a yawn.

| don't want to have children just yet! she realized in a panic. Controlling
her

enotions, she replied drily, "W're not married yet, ny Prince."

He chuckl ed sleepily. "OF course not, ny beautiful Lioness. Cone to bed."

The day before the noon was full, Al anna roused Kara and Kourrem before dawn.
She rode with themas their sole escort to the nearest oasis. After saying
prayers over them she sent the girls into the chilly water for the ritua

cl eansing. They were silent throughout. Neither of themwas permtted to
speak

until the night's ritual was over. Neither could use magic, or perform any

t asks

apart fromdressing. Silently they returned to the canp and to Alanna's tent,
where they knelt before the altar. Two pairs of eyes fixed on the |lanp that
burned there; within nonents they were in a light trance. They would remain
like

this for hours, thinking about the life they were about to begin.

The sun was rising when she entered Ali Mikhtab's tent. The Voice was al ready
awake, accepting a cup of tea from Farda
"And so your chicks have begun the ritual."’
her

heal er's bag; Umar Konm s description of her apprentices was now known to the

Al anna made a face as she opened



entire tribe. "How does that nake you feel ?"

"As if | were taking the Ordeal of Knighthood all over again,"” she admtted,
feeling for his heartbeat in his wist. "How did you sl eep?"

"Do you expect ne to say | slept as an infant does?" H's sense of hunor

twi nkl ed

out of his too-large eyes. H s weight |oss was now apparent to even the | east
observant nenbers of the tribe, as was the grayish tinge of his skin.

"I expect you to do ne the credit of not lying about it." She placed both
hands

on his armand drew a breath, readying herself to beat back the pain once

nor e.

Each time it got harder, for her and for him

Wien she rel eased him she rocked backward and would have fallen if Farda had
not caught her. She felt dizzy and sick; it was the way she always felt when
she

used the spell now, and she used it three tinmes a day. She accepted the cloth
Farda gave her and wi ped her forehead. Already Mikhtab's eyelids were

dr oopi ng.

"How much | onger must Jonat han study?" she rasped, her voice as sick as the
rest

of her. "When will he be ready?"

She had to place her ear by the dying man's nouth to hear what he was saying.
"I'n the dark of the nmoon. Fourteen days."

"What if he fails?" The thought was horrible: if he failed, Jon would be
dead,

and Ali Mikht ab—

The Voice struggled to smile. "Then | will wait to die. Al anna—

"Yes?"

"Akhnan I bn Nazzir survived the rite of shamans. Your chicks will do well."
The light of the full noon turned the desert sands an eerie white: A fit
setting

for an initiation, | suppose, Al anna thought as Umar Kommread the list of
gods

gi ven honor by the Bazhir. The girls knelt in the sand, encircled by
witch-fires

that gl owed Al anna's violet and Unar Konm s bl ue-green. Both apprentices

| ooked

tired but serene, and Al anna felt proud of them They'll be good for the
tribe,

she realized, even if they do want to keep their face veils.

Umar Komm fi ni shed the nanmes of the gods and nodded to Al anna. She stretched
out

her hands to the girls, conscious that everyone who had cone to the tents of
t he

Bl oody Hawk in recent days was watching. The circle of fire lay solidly

bet ween

Al anna and her apprentices. "If you are pure in heart and strong of wll,
comne

forth!" she sunmmned, using words Umar Konm and the ot her shamans had taught
her

that very day.

Kara stood. For a nmoment she faltered, seeing the magical flames rear higher
than her head. Then her nouth firned, and she wal ked through the ring.

Kour rem

foll owed wi thout hesitation. Al anna and Umar threw up walls of light, and

Al anna

sumoned the apprentices again: "If you will do as the gods require you, comne
forth!"

The girls wal ked through the light together. Kara slowed, nearly stopping, for
a



nmonent, but both energed. Al anna and Urmar Komm created a deep trench in the
ground before them For the third tine, A anna sumoned: "If you will do your
duty by your people and your tribe, come forth!"

This task was the hardest, because it required the nost determination. Few
sorcerers lifted thenselves fromthe ground; it cost too nuch strength to go
a

very short distance. Al anna doubted that she could do it, drained as she was
by

keeping Ali Mikhtab alive.

Kourrem hesitated, fighting to strengthen her resolve. She was forbidden to
use

thread, or to nove rocks to fill the trench. She had to fly over it.

Kara stepped forward, her lower lip gripped between her teeth. Very slowy
she

floated across. She was nearly on the other side when Kourremflew to catch
up.

Bot h of them coll apsed onto the ground, exhausted. They stirred only when
Unar

Komm lifted Kourremas Alanna |ifted Kara.

"You are now shamans of the Bazhir," Alanna told her apprentices.

"Wl conme to our Brotherhood." Urar Konm smi |l ed.

7—¥he Voi ce of the Tribes

The next norning Al anna turned her duties over to Kara and Kourrem "This

way, "

she expl ai ned, "everyone knows you work with my approval and hel p. Have you
deci ded which of you will be head shaman? If you di sagree on sonethi ng, one
of

you must have the power to nmake the final decision."

For a nonent they | ooked at each other warily. Al anna knew she had given t hem
a

difficult choice, but she also knew they had to be the ones to nake it, not
she.

"Kourrem" Kara said. "She doesn't have trouble deciding things, the way I

do.

And she can stand up to the nen better than |I can."

Al anna hugged the taller girl around the shoulders. "If it was necessary, you
could stand up to the men, Kara." She | ooked at Kourrem "Do you think she is

ri ght?"

Kourrem shrugged, sniling ironically. "I don't know if she's right or not,
but

"Il be head shaman, | guess. W can't do everything w thout each other to
hel p,

in any case."

Al anna picked up her healer's bag. "I'lIl tell Halef Seif and Ali Muikhtab,"
she

announced. "For now, | suggest you continue your studies with the other
shamans. "

For the next fifteen days Al anna spent nost of her time with Ali Mikhtab. The
Voice was clearly failing; his flesh hung fromhis bones; his skin was gray,
hi s

eyes dull. Somehow he found the strength to teach Jonathan, his voice droning
for hours as he fought to instruct the Prince in the many | aws of the Bazhir.
During that tinme Jonat han worked harder than Al anna had ever seen himwork
before, both to nmaster his studies and to win over the Bazhir headnen and

| awmakers. Carefully and determ nedly he sought out and spoke with each nan,
drawi ng opinions fromthemw th a di pl onacy Al anna did not know he possessed.
I't

was at such nmonents that Jonat han seenmed nost alive and happy. The rest of

t he

time he was restless and edgy, conplaining about the sand and the heat and



t he

| essons with Ali Mikhtab when he was alone with Al anna. He didn't ask her if
she

had made a deci sion about their marriage, and she was gl ad he hadn't.

Only once did he publicly ose his conposure. Leaving the Voice's tent after
her

nmor ni ng spel |l -wor ki ng, she found the Prince waiting for her. He was frowning
in

a way she knew too well, lately.

"Let's go riding," he said abruptly, not appearing to see how worn and

gray-faced she was. "I want to get away from here."

She stared at him "Jon, we can't. He's ready for your |essons now. "

"I don't care," the Prince snapped. "lI've had |l essons since | set foot in
this

village. 1'mgoing riding." He turned away, and she seized his arm

"You can discuss your boredom and whatever in private all you please," she
hi ssed. "But the man in there is hanging on to |life because you need to know
what he has to teach you. |I'd appreciate it if you stopped acting like a
spoi | ed

brat. If you want the Voice's power, you have to learn the Voice's | essons!™
"I didn't ask himto choose ne!" Jonat han whi spered hotly, putting his broad
shoul ders between them and the staring tribesnmen. The Bazhir were startled to
see them arguing, even if they couldn't be heard.

"But you're willing to take what he's offering!" she whispered back. "You of
al |

peopl e know everything has its price. And don't tell ne you're tired of

payi ng!

This isn't the tine, or the place!" She stared at him until he | ooked away.
Wt hout another word he entered Miukhtab's tent.

That night he was all tenderness and apol ogi es, and Al anna's anger faded. She
loved himwith all her heart. But marriage?

The next evening she and Myl es dined alone in the tent she had been given
after

turning the Iarge one over to Kara and Kourrem Once the neal was over, she
steel ed herself to ask for her foster-father's advice.

"Myl es, what happens when Jon marries?"

The kni ght glanced at her sharply. "The first duty of any noble wife is to
gi ve

her husband an heir. The succession nust be assured, particularly when a

t hrone

is involved; that is especially true for any worman who marries Jonat han
Shoul d

somet hi ng happen to the King, gods forbid it, and to Jon, there are no cl ose
Cont é rel atives. Roger would have inherited had he |lived—+ know, that's what
he

pl anned! —but there was no one to succeed Roger. Hi s father died when he was a
boy; his nother died giving himbirth."

"Li ke mine," whispered Al anna.

Myl es nodded. "Sadly, it often happens.

Roger's sole close relative was the King. The Contés rarely have |arge
famlies," he added with a sigh. "Now there are only third and fourth

cousi ns.

It means civil war if Jon dies w thout an heir."

Al anna had nothing to say to this: Myles had confirned her fears. She fought
down panic, thinking, I'mnot ready to have children

"What ?" Myl es had spoken again.

"I said, did you accept Jonat han?"

"I still need to think about it."

"You do?" The man was obviously surprised. "The way he's been acting, |

t hought



you said yes."
"Are you serious?"

"I see you together often enough. If he weren't sure of you, | should think
he' d

spend nore time wooi ng you, wi nning you over. Well, perhaps I"'mwong. |I'm
not

omi potent." Myl es picked up Faithful and deposited the cat on his lap

st roki ng

the animal's ears with gentle fingers. "Wy are you still considering, if |
nmay

ask?"

"You renenber what | said, about maybe Jon wanting to marry me for all the
wr ong

reasons?" Myl es nodded. "Well, nothing that's happened since has changed ny
mnd. | know he's working hard, learning to be the Voice and getting the nen
of

the Bazhir to like him but when he's not dealing with them he seenms—well,
spoiled. | never really thought he was that way at the palace. Any Prince is

somewhat spoiled, of course. Wuldn't you be, with people buttering you up
al |

the tinme?"

"I don't think either of us, runs that risk," Myl es said gravely, his eyes
danci ng.

"Perhaps responsibility woul d steady Jon," Alanna admitted with a sigh. "I
don't

think he's a bad person at all; in fact, |I think he's a very good one. But
lately I"'mnot sure if | like himvery much. | keep telling nyself he'll get

over it, but what if he doesn't?"

"Many young worren woul d give all they possessed to have your opportunity.”
There

was no way now to tell what Myl es was thinking.

"Not me," Al anna snapped, fingering the enber-stone. "I've been happy since
cane here, and | like it. | don't want to give that up. | don't want to be
wel | - behaved, as a nobleman's wife should be. The King and Queen would try to
make ne stop dressing confortably. They night even try to make nme stop
heal i ng.

| couldn't go wherever | wanted. No risks, and no adventures." She bl ushed
with

shane. "I love Jon, but |'ve got too many questions to decide to be hurried.
['m

not certain |'mready to marry, even if he is.”

She was astounded to realize the look in her foster-father's eyes was of

pri de.

"Few peopl e are wi se enough to know they m ght not be ready for such a
venture

Too many rush to wed, only to discover they know little about what they're

getting into. |I'mpleased to see you put so nmuch thought into this. By the
way—+
saw George Cooper before |I left Corus."

"How was he?" Al anna wondered why Myl es had brought up the King of the

Thi eves.

"He asked nme to tell you he's nmoving to Port Caynn for a while. It seens the
rogues there have been giving himtrouble, so he plans to bring theminto
line."

Myl es drew a crunpl ed pi ece of paper froma hidden pocket; it had the address
"House Azik, Dog Lane" written on it in George's scrawl. "He hopes you will
visit him if you can be rel eased fromyour duties here."

Al anna fol ded the paper, her heart |eaping. To see George again! Then she



renenbered Jonathan. As the Prince's bride-to-be, she mght never be able to
see

Ceorge alone. "I doubt if | can visit him" she announced, getting up.
"Excuse
me, Myles. |I'mtaking Monlight for a run."

She hurried to the corral and saddled the nmare, ignoring her comon sense.

Al t hough the hillmen had not ventured near Bl oody Hawk territory since

I shak' s

| ast battle, they m ght well be awaiting the chance to pick off a |one rider
it

woul d be wiser to take a conpanion

She headed for the open desert al one, wi shing there was a way to ride so hard
and fast that she left puzzles and heartaches behind.

To be free—+eally free, she thought grimy as she brought Monlight to a
gal | op.

To never worry about anything or anybody, to go where | want wi thout thinking
about other people at all.l've been carrying Roger and everyone el se in Corns
with ne, just as |I've carried the tribe since | killed Akhnan Ibn Nazzir. |

wi sh

the only one | ever carried with me was ne—

Hoof beat s sounded behi nd her; she wheel ed Monlight, bringing the crystal

bl ade

fromits sheath in a swift nmovenent. Then she sniled ruefully as she

recogni zed

Coram and hi s bay gel di ng.

| daresay | wouldn't be happy if | had no one but nyself, she thought with a
sigh, waiting for himto catch up

Al anna began to sleep in Ali Mikhtab's tent, always ready with her Gft and
nmedi ci nes to bol ster the Voice's fading strength. On the |ast day, when the
noon

woul d be dark, Mikhtab sent Jonathan to rest and to gather his resources. The
| essons were conplete; all that renmained was the Rite itself. After shooing
everyone out, Al anna placed the Voice in the deepest of slumbers, hoping to
gi ve

hi m added strength for the night's ordeal

Qut si de, she could feel a hushed tension in the village. To the tribesnmen the
sel ection of a Voice was nore inportant than the coronation of a king. The
Voi ce

of the Tribes was priest, father, and judge to the Bazhir. Halef Seif had
told

her a Voice never acted wi thout the approval of nost of his people; the
know edge of Bazhir minds and hearts was far too heavy a burden for him even
to

consi der defiance. This information convinced Al anna all the nore that she
never

wanted to join with the Voice during those nonments at twilight. She had
troubl e

enough under st andi ng hersel f; she wanted no one el se-Aot even one supposedly
as

di sinterested as the Voi ce—to know her thoughts and probl ens.

While the tribe ate the evening nmeal (there was no cerenpny at the fire),

Al anna

went to Jonathan. The Prince had been fasting; now, dressed in a white

bur noose,

he | ooked pal e and resol ute.

"I wanted to wi sh you luck," she expl ained. She wasn't sure how to speak to
hi m

he was preparing to take on a burden she would refuse at any cost. For a



nonent

he | ooked as if he didn't know her. Then he stood, hol ding out his arns.
"Tell me you love ne," he said, trying to smle. "I need the encouragenent."
She ran into his arnms, hugging himas fiercely as he did her. "Of course

| ove

you," she whispered. "That part of it is settled.”

He said nothing, continuing to hold her so tightly her ribs ached. At | ast
she

ventured, "Jon? Wiy d' you want to be the Voice? You' re already restless.”

"I need to be the Voice," he replied softly. "If I can do this thing, becone
t he

| eader of the Bazhir, there should be few secrets of the human soul | won't
understand. The Bazhir aren't so different fromus, Aanna. If | know t hem
how

they think, 1'll know how nost people think. Wth that know edge | can becone
t he greatest—the best—+ul er who ever lived."

"It's so inportant to you?"

"It's what | was born to do," he told her, his voice harsh. "It's what | wll
do. In spite of being restless. In spite of everything."

Jonat han and Al'i Miukhtab stood at the summit of the hill with a fire between
them its flames reachi ng wai st-high. Sonmehow the Voice stood al one—there was
no

one to catch himif he fell. Alanna waited with the other shamans sone

di st ance

away: they were not permitted near until the cerenmony was over; they were
forbidden to use their magic.

Fait hful stood on his hind feet, bracing his front paws on Al anna's thigh

Not

t aki ng her eyes off the scene before her, she picked himup, trying not to
grip

himtoo tightly. She was trenbling with fear, because she had no control over
what woul d happen.

Al'i Mikhtab raised his hands, his voice suddenly strong as he chanted. The

| anguage was ancient, left fromthe time when the Bazhir lived in stone
buil di ngs on the other side of the Inland Sea; Al anna coul dn't understand the
words. She could, however, feel the power that began to fill the air: a dark
boiling force that drew answering chords fromthe crystal sword at her waist.
She touched the hilt absently, nentally conmanding it to quiet. The sound
from

t he bl ade | essened, although she still could feel it quivering.

Al'i Mikhtab ended his chant as suddenly-strong wi nds flicked burnooses across
their owners' faces, raising little dust devils fromthe ground.

"Jonat han of Conté." Mikhtab's voice was soft, yet it rolled and echoed

t hr ough

the air. "You come, a northern stranger, seeking to be one with the Bazhir.
For

what reason should we permit you, son of the Tortallan King, to enter this
nost

holy circle of our people?"

Fromthe | ook on Jonathan's face, Al anna knew this wasn't part of the ritual
The Prince had to answer honestly, while the Bloody Hawk and the visitors
from

the other tribes |istened.

Let it be the right answer, Al anna pl eaded the Great CGoddess silently.

A sudden burst of light turned the entire scene a blue-white col or, dazzling
themall. Fromthe circle of light that blotted their vision, the listeners
heard Jonat han's voi ce. "Because | know and honor your history, and | know
and



honor your | aws. Because | never wish to see the Bazhir hunted and slain by
our

warriors, even as | never wish to see our warriors hunted and slain by the
Bazhir." A soft chuckle swept through the watchers farther down the hills
from

the shamans, and Al anna felt a small knot of tension |oosen inside her. Her

eyes
were beginning to clear, revealing at least the outlines of the two nmen above
her. Jonat han conti nued, "Because only together will your people and m ne
becone

great. Because— his voice grew very quiet. "Because | want to know the why
of
nmen and wonen."

There was a silence; Al anna was sure the thudding of her heart was audible to
everyone. Then Ali Mikhtab rai sed his hands once nore, his belt dagger
glinting

in his left fist. "As the gods will, so note it bel" he cried. A thunderclap
made t he ground rock beneath them as the Voice of the Tribes |laid open a | ong
gash in his right forearm It was far |onger than the ones Al anna had
received

when she becane a Bazhir and when Myl es adopted her. Merciful Mther! Al anna
t hought in horror. He can't |ose so nuch bl ood!

Jonat han was opening a simliar wound in his own right arm paralleling the
one

he'd received on initiation into the Bazhir. Faithful junped from Al anna's
hol d

and raced up the hill to the two nen. Al anna started to call himback, but
Kar a

cl apped a hand over her nouth, and Kourrem shook her head warningly. Al anna
gritted her teeth, willing herself to stay where she was as Kara renpoved her

hand. If either man saw the cat sitting now besi de Mukhtab, they gave no sign
of

it. Their eyes were | ocked on each other's faces as the Voice stretched his
bl eeding arm across the fire to the Prince. Jon reached out and cl asped the
of fered arm both men drawi ng perilously close to the flames. The fire hissed
as

t hei r conbi ned bl ood dropped onto the hot coals.

"Two as One." Ali Mikhtab's voice was a broken rasp that rang in Al anna's
ears.

The power in the air clinmbed; Kara and Kourrem clung shivering to each other
Umar Komm reached over and gripped Al anna's shoul der. She covered the old
shaman's hand with hers, grateful for the contact.

"Two as One." Jonat han sounded soft and halting, alnost as if he were in a
trance.

"Two as One, and Many." Ali Mikhtab's voice held a whining note that made the
hair on the back of Al anna's neck stand straight up

"Two as One, and Many." Jonat han shivered uncontrollably. The fire suddenly
roared higher than both nen's heads, engulfing themin flames that were
rapidly

turning an eye-hurting white. Their burnooses began to snmoulder. As if he
sensed

her urge to run to them Umar Konmtightened his grip on Al anna. He had

war ned

her before the cerenmpony that she nmust not speak or interfere, no matter what
happened. The gods woul d protect Jonathan and Ali Mikhtab, if they were neant
to

succeed.

"One—as—Many!" Ali Mikhtab forced the cry out as the blue-white flanmes caused



many watchers to | ook away. The words thundered with nmagic, making Al anna's
bones hurt and the crystal sword shiver

"One!l" Jonathan's voice was thick with pain, but he forced the words out.

" As—Many!"

There was a crash of sound that |eft them deafened. For a nonent Al anna

t hought

she heard thousands of voices cry out in exaltation. Suddenly the fire went
out;

t he darkness was split by Jonathan's scream Al anna heard one—er bot h—ef them
fall. Urmar Komm held her now with both hands, and a tiny part of her was
surprised at the old man's strength.

At | ast everything was silent. The wi nds stopped and were replaced by a

desert

breeze. Umar Kommrel axed his grip on Alanna as the feeling of power oozed
from

the air.

"Now we shall see,’
in

order to hold onto her

"Come," he ordered the shamans. They made their way to the summit of the
hill.

O hers went to Ali Mikhtab as Al anna knelt beside Jon, feeling for his pul se
wi th shaking fingers. Hi s heartbeat was sl ow and strong. She seized his arm
preparing to tear a bandage from her robe—and stopped. Two scars, one

reddi sh,

the other blue-tinted, ran fromthe Prince's elbow to his wist. The blue
scar

was warmto the touch, far warner than Jon's body heat woul d have nade it

She

shivered. Ali Mikhtab had just such a scar on his right arm

She | ooked up at Umar Koom "He's all right." dancing at the other shanans,
who

were lifting Ali Mikhtab, she whispered, "The Voice?" She knew the truth even
as

she asked.

Jonat han stirred and sat up, rubbing the blue scar. "I amthe Voice of the
Tribes," he rasped. "Ali Mikhtab, who was the Voice, has passed on.

remain."

He stood, |eaning on Alanna's shoul der, and the watchers bel ow cheered unti
their throats hurt. Men came forward and took Mikhtab's body as Al anna rubbed
away the tears floodi ng down her cheeks.

"He isn't gone," Jonathan told her. "He's here, inside ne. They're al

here—al |

t he Voices.'
I

am not wi se, but | can always learn."

The big headman snmiled thinly. "In your nonment of becom ng, we were each with
you— His eyes flicked to Alanna, "All save the Wwman Wo R des Like a Man
You

he announced, bending to pick up the staff he had dropped

He | ooked up at a nearby man. "It won't be so bad, Amman Kenail .

wi | I do, Jonathan of Conté."
They gripped each other's arnms. "If | succeed, | will owe it to the Bazhir
and

not to nyself," Jon replied.

Hal ef Seif approached, bowi ng deeply to the Prince who had becone their

Voi ce.

"It is time for our people to rejoice in a seenly fashion," the Bl oody Hawk
headman remarked. "Ali Mikhtab is delivered fromhis pain, and the Voice of
t he

Tri bes continues. Let us burn his abandoned shell, and send himto the gods
with



| ove. Cone down to the village. We will renenber Ali Mikhtab, and we will
drink

to our hope for peace.”

"What was it |ike?" Al anna asked Jon. They were curled up together, Faithfu
| odged between them on top of the blankets. Dawn was slipping sunlight

t hr ough

the tent flap. For a long tine he was silent. "It was the worst thing that
ever

happened to nme," he said at last. "Even worse than the place between |life and
deat h, when you saved me fromthe Sweating Sickness. Wrse than fighting the
Ysandir, in the Black City. It was as if— He drew a deep breath. "As if

t housands of people were scream ng inside nmy head, each wanting to be heard
first. As if | were all of those people, only everything bad in our lives
hur t

nore, because the feeling was multiplied. | lived all the lives of all the
Voi ces; there have been four hundred and fifteen of us, Alanna. And | saw ny
own

death. | was a chain. All ny links were trying to pull apart. | |ost Jonathan
for a while; | was everyone but Jonathan."

"No wonder you screaned," she whi spered, holding himas close as the cat

bet ween

t hem woul d permit.

"But the things | could see." He had forgotten her now, renenbering. "I could
see the magi c Faithful gave Ali Mikhtab to keep himalive. | could see the
pal aces we once had, on the other side of the Inland Sea. | could see us

fl eei ng

the Ysandir, and building Persopolis. |I could feel the wind in our faces as
we

rode the sands, free fromall kings. | could see the gods as they watch us
live

our lives. The Mother is beautiful," he said, his sapphire eyes shining with
awe. "The nost perfect woman, and not a woman at all. Mthros was so bright,
t he

Bl ack God without brightness, yet radiating peace. | could never do it again.
But I will never forget that I'm One, and Many. When ny life becones too
confining, when | feel | have no freedom | can |l ook into nyself, and be
sonmeone

el se. | can go sonewhere else." He turned and kissed her deeply, then added,

"Alanna, for the first tinme since |l was nanmed, | amfree."

When she left Jonathan's tent the next norning, Al anna found Hal ef Seif

seat ed

on the edge of the tribe's well, as if waiting for soneone. He rose and

wal ked

with her as she went to the corral, watching as she got out conbs and began
to

curry Monlight. Finally he spoke. "The Voice of the Tribes nmust return to
hi s

hone soon." Bending down to reach her mare's hocks, Al anna grunted. "He was
lucky to be able to get away this long."

"It will be good to have a Voice who is the son of the Northern King, even as
it

is good to have a shanman who is the Wman Wo Rides Like a Man."

Al anna gl ared at the headman from under Monlight's neck. "You haven't been
so

formal with me since | first joined the tribe," she accused. "What's on your
m nd, Halef Seif?" Wien he hesitated, she added, "I thought you, of al
peopl e,

woul d be honest with ne."



"WIl you leave the tribe now?" he asked. "WIIl you be returning with him to
l[ive in his house and be his wife?"

Al anna swal | owed hard; this was being honest with a vengeance! "I don't
know, "
she adm tted, busying herself with the mare's tail. "I've been thinking about

it, but I haven't come to a decision."

"He ordered his horses for today," the headman said inplacably. "Surely he
expects you to acconpany him if you will be his bride." Seeing Al anna turn
pal e, he added, "He ordered that your horse be prepared, too."

Al anna felt the beginnings of irritation. "He had no right to do that. |
haven't

gi ven him ny answer yet."

"Perhaps he believes he knows what your answer will be."

Al anna put her combs away. "l1'd better talk to him" She slipped beneath the
rope that enclosed the horses, and glanced up at Halef Seif. "No one is to

r eady

Moonlight for a journey until | say so." She strode off, telling herself that
Jonat han was tired, and had probably forgotten to ask her if she planned to
go

with himwhen he left today. For that matter, she remenbered, he hadn't even
nmenti oned he was | eavi ng.

Rel ax, her sensible self renmarked as she entered the Prince's tent. Becom ng
t he

Voi ce woul d probably drive less inportant matters from his head—and he dare
not

stay here nuch | onger.

Jonat han was conferring with Myles and Co-ram Already a boy fromthe tribe
was

packing his things. The Prince sniled at her. "My love, |'ve instructed Kara
and

Kourremto pack for you." he announced. "If we |leave after twlight, we
shoul d

have several hours of cool riding—=

"May | speak with you al one, Jonathan? |I know Coram and Myles will excuse us."
Seeing the scowW on her face, Coram needed no further urging. He left. Mles

| ooked from Al anna to Jon, plainly worried. "It's all right, Myles," the
Prince

assured him "We'll be ready in an hour or so."

Myl es stopped beside Alanna. "Don't say anything you mght regret,"” he

cauti oned.

"I won't." Al anna gripped the enber-stone at her throat, telling herself that
what she had just heard was rooted in a sinple msunderstandi ng, one that
woul d

be made right. Myles sighed and wal ked out, closing the tent flap behind him
"You didn't nention you were planning to | eave today." In naking an effort to
keep her tenper, Al anna sounded clipped and terse.

"I thought you knew. " Jonathan was rolling up a map, not |ooking at her. "If
I

had been with anyone but Myles, ny parents would have torn up the countryside
| ooking for me by now. | nust get back."

"I did not say | was returning with you, and you didn't ask me before you
ordered people to do ny packing."

"I assuned we'd begin preparations for the wedding. | didn't think you would
want to wait."

"I haven't told you 'yes,’ Al anna reni nded him her voice tense.

He | ooked at her, startled. "But—+ know how you feel about ne."

"Being married to you is a great responsibility. | need nore tine to think
about

it."

"More time!" He's actually anused, Al anna thought, her anger nounting. "Be



serious. After all these years, | think your answer is plain."

She had cl enched her jaw so tightly it hurt to openit. "Not to ne."

Jonat han sl apped the rolled-up parchnent onto the table, his patience nearing
an

end. "Stop it, Alanna. 1've nade enough all owance for mai denly shyness from
you—=

"Mai denly shyness?" she yelled. "Since when have | shown mai denly shyness!"”
"Keep your voice down!" he snapped. "Do you want the whole tribe to hear?
What ' s

gotten into you, anyway? | thought it was all settled."

"I said |l wanted tinme to think!" Al though her voice was quieter, her snapping
vi ol et eyes reveal ed her undi m nished fury.

Jonathan's snile was full of masculine superiority. "That's what all wonen
say

when a man proposes.”

"Do they indeed?" Al anna snapped. "And you're such an expert on marriage

proposal s, | suppose!"
"As nmuch as you are," he snapped back
"When | say | want tine to think, | want tinme to think!"

Jonat han sighed wearily. "All right, you ve had tinme to think. Wat's your
answer ?"

"That | need nore tine to think!"

Jon stared at her for a moment, coloring nounting into his cheeks. "This is
ridiculous!™ he cried. "All right, | should' ve remenbered you don't |ike
peopl e

maki ng pl ans wi t hout your say-so, but | thought everything was settled—

"It isn't! How dare you take ny acceptance for granted?"

"Well, you certainly didn't give me any reason to believe you'd refuse, did
you?" he denmanded, his hands clenched with anger. "Think carefully before you
annoy me further, Alanna of Trebond! There are wormen who would do anything to
marry me—

"Then why didn't you ask one of then?" Al anna said. "You know what your

pr obl em

i s, Jonathan? You' ve been spoiled by all those fine Court ladies. It never
entered your nmind that | might say no!"

"And who woul d you take instead of me, O Wman Wo R des Like a Man?" he
demanded. "l suppose George Cooper's nore to your taste—=

"Ceorge!" she gasped, surprised at his new angle of attack.

"Do you think I'mblind? |'ve seen the way he | ooks at you!"

"What about all those women at the palace and the way they | ook at yow?"

Al anna

demanded. "And | know you've had affairs with some of them They've nade you
into a conceited—

"At |east they're wonen, Lady Al anna!" he said. "And they know how to act

i ke

wonen! "
Sil ence stretched between them as Al anna fought to keep from either slapping
himor frombursting into tears. Finally she hissed, "I refuse to marry you."

Jonat han was now white with rage. "And | think I"'mwell out of a potenti al

di saster!"

"Cbviously!" she retorted. "Find yourself soneone nore fem nine, Jonathan of
Cont é!" She hurled herself out of the tent.

Kara and Kourrem | ooked up fromtheir packing, startled, as she marched into
her

own horme. "lI'mnot |eaving!" she snapped. "Next tine soneone tells you I am
check with me first!"

They bowed and hurried fromthe tent, their eyes w de above their face veils.
Al anna threw herself onto her sleeping mat and gave way to furious tears.
Tears led to a | ong, exhausted sl eep. When she awoke, it was dark. Jonat han
and



M/l es were gone.

"Jonat han." Queen Lianne beckoned to her son. Jonat han obeyed the summons,
trying to erase the frown that had creased his forehead since his return from
the desert over a week ago. He could hear courtiers whispering now about his
unusual surliness.

Let themtal k, he thought savagely as he bowed before his nother's throne.
What

do | care?

H s nmot her gestured for a willow blonde to cone forward. "Prince Jonathan,"
t he

Queen said as the blonde sank into a deep curtsy, "may | make Princess

Josi ane

known to you? Josiane is the second daughter of the King of the Copper Isles;
she has come to stay with us for a tinme. Her nother and | were good friends
as

girls. Josiane, ny son Jonathan."

Josi ane | ooked up at himfromher curtsy, her blue eyes huge with adm ration

"Prince Jonathan," she said, her voice soft and husky. "It is an honor to
neet

the man who fought so bravely in the Tusai ne War."

Jonat han t ook Josiane's hand and raised her to her feet, lightly Kkissing her
fingertips. "I was just a boy then, Princess," he reninded her. She said

not hi ng, her full nouth curved in a smle. "Wuld you care to dance?"

"I would love to." She noved gracefully out onto the floor at his side as
Jonat han noted with satisfaction that she was tall (the top of her head |evel
with his eyes), slender, and mlky-skinned. She'll do, he thought with grim
satisfaction. She'll help me prove to that—female in the South that | never
want

anything to do with her again!

8—Fhe King of the Thieves

House Azik, Dog Lane in the city of Port Caynn was one of many |arge

resi dences

set off fromeach other by high walls. It |ooked |ike a respectable
merchant's

hone. "That a Trebond should conme to the point of associatin' wth

t hi eves—wi th

the worst of themall—= Coram grunbl ed as she tugged the bellrope. "That

t hi ef

is my best friend," Alanna rem nded himtartly. "And he doesn't take ne for
granted."

She had tried to concentrate on tribal affairs after her fight with Jon, but
her

attention wandered constantly. It had been Coram s decision to acconpany her
when she decided at last to visit CGeorge; Al anna could only w sh that he had
decided to keep his tongue between his teeth when he did so. Coram had never
approved of her friendship with George.

A brown-eyed, brunet young nman peered out of the porter's door and yel ped.
Swiftly unbarring the large gate, Marek Swiftknife, Ceorge's
second- i n- conmand

and perennial rival, let themin. "Quickly!" he hissed. "Before you're
recogni zed! "

Once inside the courtyard, Al anna and Coram di snounted. Marek rebarred the

gate

and gripped Al anna's hand, his sharply cut, handsone face alight with glee.
"It's still ajolt, seem you with your chest unbound," he expl ai ned,

i gnoring

Co-ramis warning growl. "And it's good t'see you, what with his Mjesty
sul ki n’'



about, nmakin' life miserable for us all." He showed theminto the house as he
asked, "Were'd you get your skin so tan?"

"We've been in the desert,"” Al anna explained as Marek showed theminto the
house. "W're Bazhir now "

Mar ek shook his head. "If it isn't one thing with you—~

"Cuests?" A buxomredhead cane out of the shadows at the back of the nain
hal I .

"Who's cone at this early hour?" Seeing Al anna, she |aughed. "Well net,
youngling. My cousin's goin' to be glad t'see you."

A hard el bow net Alanna's ribs painfully. "Introduce ne,’
hi s

kni ght-m stress's ear.

Ginning, Alanna said, "R spah, this is Coram Snyt hesson. Coramwas ny first
teacher; now he's my conpani on. Rispah is George's cousin and Queen of the
Ladi es of the Rogue," she added inpishly.

Coram grow ed into

Coram bowed over Rispah's hand. "How can | think ill of th' Rogue when such
| asses are part of it?"

Ri spah smled. "I"'mglad a strong-lookin' soldier |like you don't wish to

t hi nk

ill of us," she replied, her husky voice a purr.
Shocked, Al anna realized they were flirting. Even nore surprising was her

realization that Coramwas a fine figure of a man, big belly and all. He's
not

even very old, she remenbered. He's only forty or so. Plenty of soldiers wait
that long to marry, till the itch is out of their feet...

Feeling Al anna and Faithful watching with interest, Coramlet go of Rispah's
hand, bl ushing slightly.

He |i kes your com ng here better now, Faithful comrented from his perch on

Al anna' s shoul der.

A door slamed upstairs, and a nmale voice yelled, "Rispah! | asked for charts
of

the Merchants' Quild-House t'be sent up with my breakfast—

"You have visitors, cousin!" Rispah called, wi nking at Alanna. "Ri ght noble
guests, if I'many judge!"

Al anna put Faithful down on the floor, feeling uncertain and strange. \Wat if
CGeorge wanted nothing to do with her?

The tall thief rushed down the stairs and grabbed her, sw nging her around as
he

| aughed. "And |'ve been thinkin' you forgot me" he said, placing her on her

f eet

once more. "Just look at you! Tan and fit and wearin' the clothes of a
Bazhir—=

Al anna | ooked up into his friendly hazel eyes and broke into tears.

Ri spah took Coramis armwith a smle. "I'Il show you t' your roons," she
sai d.
"We' || be certain you and Lady Al anna have all you need."

After a worried gl ance at Al anna, who was sobbing into George's shirt, Coram
shook his head and foll owed Ri spah. The King of the Thi eves | ooked down at
Fait hful, who watched themw th unblinking purple eyes fromhis seat on the
floor. "You, too," he said, jerking a thunb in the direction Coram and Ri spah
had taken. "Scat."

She won't tell you anything, you know, Faithful remarked as he obeyed.

"WIl you not?" George asked Al anna, who was trying to wi pe her eyes on the
sl eeve of her burnoose. He produced a | arge handkerchi ef from his breeches
pocket and held it to her small nose. "Blow, " he ordered.

Al anna took the handkerchi ef from himand bl ew her nose, then w ped her
stream ng face. "How | ong have you been able to understand Faithful ?" she
asked,

her voice still choked.

"I understand himonly when he wi shes nme to. Now, what're you cryin' for?"



Waen

she shook her head, he probed further, "Did sonethin' happen while you were
in

the desert?"

"Yes," .she said reluctantly, "but it had nothing to do with the Bazhir. They
treat me with respect.”

Ceorge's eyes widened. "You had a fight w th Jonathan."

"l don't want to talk about it."

"He hinted to me when he was ready t'leave for the South that he was plannin’
t' pop the question.” Hope grew in the man's face. "Are you tellin' me you
refused hinP"

"I really don't want to talk about it." Her voice was forlorn

Ceorge crushed her in a second nassive hug. "And you shan't," he whi spered.
"Cone. Take breakfast with ne, and tell ne what the Bazhir tribes are Iike."
Sni ffing, Alanna stepped away when he rel eased her, and foll owed him
upstairs.

"I can't believe you don't know all about them" she accused. "You've got
eyes

and ears everywhere el se. Besides, surely Lightfingers and his friend gave you
a

full report.”

Ceorge grinned as he ushered her into his private roons. "Ah, don't be
hol di n'

my natural fears for your safety against nme. Besides, the |lads saw nothin'
worth

reportin'."

"Al'l right." Alanna sighed as he closed the door. "Wat would you like to
know?"

It was an unusual conpany that George had assenbl ed in House Azik. In

addi tion

to Rispah and Marek, there were three other rogues from Corus: two |arge and
nmuscul ar brot hers named Orem and Shem and one snall, whippy man called
Ercol e.

Anot her man was al so present, Joesh. Alanna didn't know him He was dark and
handsone, slender, with wi de shoulders and a wal k that indicated al nost
per f ect

bal ance to Alanna's trained eye. She had no i dea why he was there; but the

ot her

men, as well as Rispah's big fermal e conpanion Harra, were present to help
Ceor ge

deal with insubordination in Port Caynn. "I don't know why it is," George
expl ai ned that night as they sat before the fire and tal ked, "but all of a
sudden the | ads here thought they could take nore than their share, and hold
back what was meant for the city and ny people. Wen | gently reninded them
of

their obligation to nme, they actually said they wished t'be free of ny rule.”
He shook his head. "I cane here fast enough and dealt with their ringleader
and

principals."

Al anna, knowing quite well that George collected the ears—and sonetines the
rest—oef those who di sobeyed his orders, hid a grin under her hand. She had no
synmpathy with thieves in the ordinary way, and none at all from any who
underestimated George. "If it's all cleared up, why are you still here?"

"I thought to see if | can ferret out nore discontent,"” he replied. "I also
wi shed to have these rogues see | exist, and how | work. Mayhap |'mtoo al oof
fromnmy folk in the other towns and cities of Tortall, stayin' as | do in the
capital ." He | ooked at her frankly. "lI've little to keep me there now. "
"Don't, George," she whispered, feeling unconfortable.



"All right, I won't,"” he said aimably. Silence stretched between them unti
Al anna broke it.

"Who is this man Joesh? Is he new? | don't renenber him"

Ceorge grinned as he settled nore confortably into his deep chair. "Joesh?
He's

no rogue. He's the Falcon of Shang, and a friend of Rispah's. | trust himto
keep his nmouth shut, or he'd not be here.™

Al anna sat up, started. "Another Shang warrior?" Unlike Jon, she'd never
gotten

the chance to see one of the |l egendary fighters in action. Wenever one had
made

a brief visit to the palace, she had been absent or involved in duties. To
actually test herself against a man trained to fight from chil dhood...

CGeorge saw the thoughtful gleamin her eyes and shook his head. "Nay, |ass,
you'll not be challengin' himunder my roof. I've no wish to see you killed
by

accident. These Shang | ads are far quicker than the best knight ever |ived,
and

you'll have to trust ny word for that. Besides, | intend that you rest from
bein' a knight whilst you're here."

"I"ve done nothing but rest frombeing a knight since | was made one," Al anna
remarked bitterly as she sank back into her chair. "I'm probably getting
rusty."”

"Not you, lass.'

Ceorge | aughed. "Never you."

Al anna was not to find out if she was as good as Joesh; when she arose in the
nmorni ng, the Falcon had left. George gave her no explanation for the man's
departure, but she knew he had probably requested that Joesh go. She felt a
twi nge of regret for the chance m ssed, but only a snall one. Life in House
Azi k

was restful, and thoughts of challenging strangers to contests of arnms were
alien. George and his people went out of their way to keep her and Coram
entertained, treating Alanna with a care and consi derati on she had never
known,

either as a page or a squire or as the Wman Wo Ri des Li ke a Man

On one crisp fall day Rispah took her to the markets of Port Caynn, where

Al anna

purchased two dresses, femni nine underclothing and shoes, and a pretty shaw ,
using sone of the nonies Sir Myles sent as her allowance. Jonathan's taunts
about her lack of fem ninity had stung and stuck, and the look in George's
eyes

when she appeared in a soft lilac wool dress went far toward healing those
wounds.

Ceorge, in particular, was attentive to her needs and whins, taking time to
wal k

wi th her on the beach, spending | ong evenings in ganes of chess, or just

tal king. Before, they had lived their lives under the scrutiny of the

i nhabitants of palace and city; now it was strange to be al one together, wth

only the household to know they were in Port Caynn at all. And if George was
wooi ng her again, as he had done in the past, he was going about it very
careful ly.

"If he is courting me, | wish he wouldn't be so subtle about it," she

confi ded

to Faithful one night, after the thief had shown her to her bedroom "But
maybe

he isn't. Maybe he thinks I'munfem nine, too." Wthout warning, a tear

trickled
down her cheek, and she sniffed.
You' re feeling sorry for yourself, Faithful replied w thout sympathy. You



provoked Jonat han into saying the things he did. You know how proud he is. If
you hadn't pushed him he probably woul d never have even thought you were

unf emi ni ne.

Beet-red with rage, Alanna hurled a pillow at her cat, missing him

conpl etely.

"You're as bad as Coram " she yelled, forgetting where she was. "If it's al
ny

fault, why do either of you bother to stay with nme? Wy don't you go and give
Jonat han the benefit of your advice. I'msure he'd appreciate it nuch nore

t han

| do!" She seized the door handle, intending to slamout of the room and

hal ted. The door was open, and Ceorge | eaned against the frame, his nuscled
ar s

crossed over his broad chest.

"It's not polite to eavesdrop,"” she snapped.

"I don't doubt that," he agreed, his voice soft. "On the other hand, if you'd
yelled a wee bit | ouder, perhaps Jonathan hinself could ve heard he had two
unexpected allies here in Port Caynn." Reaching out, he touched her cheek with
a

gentl e hand. "Lass—will you not tell me what passed in the desert?"

Al anna pulled away from his touch, unwanted tears trickling down her cheeks.
"l

can't, George," she whispered. "Don't ask ne to—please."

He sighed. "Very well, then." Turning, he wal ked away, his feet naking no

noi se

at all on the stone floor. Al anna closed the door and let the tears fall
crying

hersel f to sl eep.

She slept late the next nmorning, breaking the habits she had set as a page,
and

awaki ng not | ong before noon. Still tired and bl eary-eyed, she padded
downstairs. The sound of George's voice coning fromhis study turned her away
fromthe kitchen: thinking to turn his eavesdropping trick back on him she
crept to a spot where she could hear everything.

"She's that beautiful," George was remarking thoughtfully.

"One of your tall and shapely blondes,"” Marek's voice replied with

ent husi asm

"Queenly, with lips a man would think were on the Goddess hersel f."

"Ye're certain the Prince returns her regard?" The |ow runble was Coram s
maki ng Al anna start with surprise. Wiy was Coramsitting in on a conference
bet ween George and Marek?

"Why, man, he's with her every nonment of the day, treatin' her |ike they was
betrothed," was Marek's reply. Realizing what they nust be tal king about,

Al anna

put her hand to her suddenly painful throat. "And their Mjesties seemto
approve. When Princess Josiane's not with him she's got her head together
with

the Queen, plannin' the wed-din', doubtless.”

"But he hasn't asked her yet," George pointed out.

"The betting went from even-odds to her favor the day |I returned here," Marek
answered. "Stefan at the pal ace stables says she couldn't've laid siege to
hi m

better if he was a castle and she the General of all the King's arm es. The
m nute he returned fromthat nysterious trip away he had they was introduced;
and he's not left Josiane's side since."”

"We'll want to keep this fromthe lass,” Co-ramsaid worriedly. "She's been
hal f-crazy since their fight; | don't want to think of what she'd do if she
heard this."

Al anna slipped away fromthe door, biting a trenbling Iip. So Jonathan had
f ound



a repl acenent for her, and fairly quickly. She ran out onto the terrace,
staring

at the sea bel ow. While she had been nopi ng and maki ng her friends unhappy
and

consi deri ng an apol ogy, he had been dancing and flirting with an unknown but
beautiful princess. He had not been serious about marrying her after all, and
she had been acting the fool

"How much did you hear?" Ceorge stepped onto the terrace, his eyes serious.

Al anna flashed a falsely bright smle at him "Hear? WAs | supposed to have
heard sonet hi ng?"

He put an arm around her shoul ders. "Lass, |I'mnot blind or stupid. You
overheard Coram an' Marek an' nme tal kin' about Jon's |atest conquest. | can
tell

when you' re about, did you know that? It's the only glinpse the Sight gives
nme

of you."

Al anna started, surprised out of her msery. "I forgot you had the Sight."
"When it comes to you or anyone else with the Gft, it's well-nigh usel ess,
since those with the Gft are veiled fromthose with the Sight. In any case
it's not as strong with nme as it is with nmy nother. Still, | can feel you
near

me, and so | know you were eavesdroppin'." Wen she said nothing, he went on
"WIl you tell ne now what passed between you and Jon in the desert?"

Al anna' s shoul ders drooped, and she et himsteer her to a seat on the
terrace

wal | . He sat beside her, huggi ng her shoul ders as she said quietly, "W had a
fight." Slowy, haltingly, she told himall the details, not sparing herself.
"Perhaps | was being falsely proud,"” she adnmitted when she was done. "Perhaps
it

woul dn't have done ne any harmto go along with himand not make a fuss about
asking ne first. | didn't like the things he was saying, but | didn't want to
chase himaway, either."

"You're askin' the wong man." George's voice was oddly hoarse. For the first
time since she had begun tal king, Al anna | ooked up and net his eyes. The

t hi ef

swung her around to face him resting his | arge hands on her shoulders. "I'm
gl ad he showed you that nobles are a proud, ungrateful lot, thinkin' of no
one

but thensel ves."

"I"'ma noble," she whispered, unable to | ook away from his hungry eyes.

"No. You're ny own, sweet lass, and all the woman | could ever want." He

ki ssed

her, pulling her close. Alanna struggled for a second, surprised, then

rel axed,

enjoying the kiss and the feeling of being held tightly and protectively.
Ceor ge

pul | ed away, watching her face closely. "There's plenty nore fish in the sea
than Prince Jonathan," he told her softly. "And this particular fish |oves

you
with all his crooked heart."

Al anna snuggl ed close, lifting her face to his again. "I'mglad," she said
honestly. "I need to be loved right now Kiss nme again, please."

"Ch, no," George said, drawing in a ragged breath. "If | kiss you again now,
one

thing will lead to another, and this isn't the proper place for that sort of

carryin' -on."

"Then take me to a place that is,
added,

"I know what |'m doing, George. And it's not just because Jon found someone
el se. This shoul d' ve happened between us a long tine ago."

she suggested. Wen he hesitated, she



He stood, clearing his throat. "Well, then." Suddenly he | aughed. "Come with
nel
darlin' girl—=

If Coramnoticed that she had noved her things into George's room he either
sai d nothing or voiced his opinions to Ri spah alone. Certainly he seened
happy

that Al anna had left her fury and her self-pity behind. R span gave Al anna a
big, lusty wink the first time she caught the young kni ght |eaving George's
chanmbers, and the thieves nade no remarks at all. The only change at House
Azi k

was i n nmoods: people whistled at their chores; Marek teased the maids, and

Ri spah and Coram acted |ike teenagers in |ove.

Only one thing marred those autum weeks in the house on Dog Lane: a grow ng
feeling of power, radiating from Corus. At first Al anna ignored it, thinking
it

to be part of her depression. The sensation persisted, until she nentioned it
to

CGeorge. He rem nded her that the only one in Corus who could focus that kind
of

power was Thorn, and she sent message after nessage to her twin. If Thorn
wasn' t

t he cause of the nagic, he would know who (or what) was; but the young
sorcerer

never answered her letters. Wen she tried to conmuni cate with himthrough

t he

fire burning in George's hearth, two days before Al Hallow, she found only a
gat hering cloud she could not penetrate.

"What do you see?" Ceorge asked softly as she stared at purple flanes.

Magi c, Faithful answered when Al anna gave no sign of hearing George's query.
Al

around the city. And no way to get through to Thorn, whether he's causing it
or

not .

Ceorge | ooked at the cat—he couldn't becone accustoned to those occasi ons
when

he coul d understand Faithful —-and grimaced. "Any way to find out if it's for
har n?"

"I don't sense evil init." Al anna sounded as if she was thinking aloud. "And
Thorn wouldn't thank me for riding into the city and di srupting one of his
experiments. "

If that's what it is, Faithful commented.

Al anna stared at the flanes for a while | onger. Suddenly, shaking her head to
clear it, she clapped her hands, ending the spell with the command, "So note
it

be! "

"You'll wait?" George asked, his eyes kindly. Al anna nodded. He reached down
and

hel ped her to her feet. "Then you may as well be confortable while you wait,"
he

grinned as he swept her off her feet and dunped her into bed.

Al'l Hall ow dawned bl eak and storny. The waves battered the cliffs bel ow the
house, and the wi nds bl ew away anything not already fastened down. Al anna
ar ose

to find George gone, summoned to the city on a matter of business. Hi s note
sai d

he hoped to be back by nightfall, but if he was kept too late he would stay



at

t he Danci ng Dove in Corus, rather than risk the return trip after dark. She
wasn't to wait up, and she wasn't to worry. If she was good, he would bring
her

a surprise—and not stolen, either! Al anna grinned at this |ast, recognizing
t he

j oke behind many gifts George had given her and Jon in the years they had
known

each other. For a second the thought of Jon nmade her grim but she soon

bri ght ened. CGeorge obviously | oved her, and she had responded to her friend s
love like a flower opening in the sun. Never before had she been coddl ed and
treated |ike something precious. Jon had al ways treated her as a conrade,

except
when they were making love. She usually liked the way the Prince handl ed her
but a small, treacherous part of her longed for the gentle courtesy he gave

nobl e | adi es. Now George gave her that courtesy, as well as treating her |ike
a

conrade, and she liked the mxture.

Toward noon exhaustion hit her like a sledge hanmer. She was barely able to
make

it to her bed before falling into a deep, dream ess sl eep

When she awoke, it was pitch-dark, and the wind how ed outside the shuttered
wi ndows. She reached out and ordered the branch of candl es beside her bed to
[ight, something she had done wi thout thinking since becom ng a shaman for

t he

Bazhir. There was no flanme in answer to her conmand, and when she | ooked

i nsi de,

searching for her Gft, she found just a trace of magic. Only then did she
di scover the enmber-stone was flickering with increasing urgency, and that the
crystal sword was hunmming in its sheath as it had not in weeks.

Whi |l e she slept, sonething had cone and | eeched away her G ft.

Lighting candles with a spill fromthe banked fire, she headed for the
library.

Sone extensive books of magic were there, and she had prom sed herself a | ook
at

them Now seened |ike an excellent tine.

There was no sign of Faithful as she padded through the quiet halls. Marek
and

the other men had gone with George. Rispah and Coram woul d probably be in

Ri spah's chambers; and R spah's worman friend, Harra, retired early. The
servants

had gone home for the night. Alanna felt all al one, odd and detached. She
knew

she ought to care that soneone had tapped her Gft, but she couldn't.

It was nearly nidnight when she closed the |ast vol ume, rubbing her eyes
tiredly. As she had suspected, the only one with the power and the cl oseness
to

Al anna needed for such a tapping was her twin. She should have been angry,
but

her enotions felt dead. And she was getting sl eepy again.

Suddenly she heard—and di dn't hear—a boom a crash that nmade even her dul
senses quiver with alarm The crystal sword shrieked and fell silent.
Sonmewher e

Faithful let out an angui shed how . Seconds |ater the door burst open, and

t he

cat hurled hinmself onto Al anna's chest. She soothed him caressing his fur
and

hol di ng his shivering body close. It was fully an hour before he rel axed
enough

to let go of her tunic and settle onto her |ap.



It's over, whatever it was, he yow ed as he yawned. He did the spell he
needed

all that power for.

Al anna t ook hi m back to her bedchanmber. No one el se was stirring, so she and
Faithful were the only ones able to feel whatever had happened. "W night as
wel |l forget it," she advised the cat as she hung the crystal sword on its
hook.

"I doubt Thorn will give us an expl anation."

To her surprise, when George returned the next day he brought a note fromthe
young sorcerer. Thorn had witten:

Dearest Al anna,

Perhaps this letter should have come to you sooner, but it was only when your
friend George demanded an explanation that | realized you mght be affected

by

my recent work. On All Hallow | will be attenpting sone experiments—all very
arcane and esoteric, with no nmeaning for anyone but a Master, | prom se you.
The

work is quite delicate and requires plenty of power. To get it, I'Il be

t appi ng

you, since you never use nmore than a small part of your Gft. | know you
won' t

mnd. If |'ve caused you any inconveni ence or worry, please forgive ne.

Your | oving brother, Thorn.

"Well, | mnd!'" George snapped when she told him "I could feel the city
shake

when he did his precious 'experinents'! Doesn't your twin have any regard for
us

| esser fol k?"

Al anna had sent a blistering letter to her brother that norning, telling him
t he

same thing. Now she grinned and shook her head. "He | earned to be secretive
in

the Mthran Coisters,” she said. "If he can't be bothered to consult ne

bef orehand, he certainly won't care about other Gfted people. Let's just be
t hankful he's doing experinments, instead of being up to real harm™

Thorn's reply to her angry letter arrived before the week was out and

ext ended

hi s deepest apologies to his sister. Wth her Gft restoring itself, Al anna
decided to let that be the end of the whole affair. She doubted that Thorn
woul d

ever borrow her magi c again wi thout her consent. Cbviously there were no

ot her

ill effects of his All Hallow s experinents.

When the first snows fell, early in Decenber, Al anna greeted their com ng
with

di smay. CGeorge | aughed as she unpacked her heavy clothing and | covered

her sel f

with layers of silk and wool. She shrugged off his teasing, having endured
its

like fromher friends for years. Now nore than ever she nissed the desert,
and

infrequent letters fromHalef Seif only nmade her |onging sharper. Recognizing
her mood, George went to great trouble to find things to anuse and divert

her;

but in the week after Md-Wnter Festival ended, she spent an entire day

pori ng

over maps in the library. "You wouldn't be thinkin' of |eaving ?" he asked as
they sat down to their evening neal. Co-ram and R spah, who had joi ned t hem



| ooked anxi ously at Al anna.

The young kni ght reddened and shrugged. "You could always cone with ne."
CGeorge arched one eyebrow. "Me? In the desert?"

"I suppose not," Alanna adnitted gloonily as the new mai dservant poured soup

into her bow. "It's just so cold here. And |'mgetting restless."
She was lifting her spoon to her mouth when a frantic, yow ing Faithful
| eaped

onto the table, sending Al anna's soup dish flying. The enber-stone sent out a
burst of white heat as CGeorge yanked her back. Coram shoved his own di sh away
as

Ri spah ran after the fleeing maid. She returned within seconds, hauling the
terrified woman back in a grip that permtted no carel ess nmovenent on her
captive's part.

Al anna ext ended her hand, and a wave of purple fire washed over the plates on
the tabl e. She | ooked up at George, her eyes sick. "They've all been

poi soned. "

Ceorge | ooked at Rispah. The red-head's mouth was set in a grimline; the
mai d

fought her hold uselessly. "I think we'll learn a bit nmore if the noble |ady
isn'"t by," she told her cousin.
"You'll need me," Coramtold them He glanced at Alanna. "Wait in the

library."

Al anna didn't argue as Ri spah, Coram and CGeorge marched the protesting maid
out

of the room Instead she went to the kitchen and questioned the cook, who was
preparing to go hone for the night. From her she |learned that the maid, who
had

wor ked for themonly two weeks, had cone from Corus. She was supposed to be
living with an uncle, but the cook suspected she got additional noney froma

| ocal inn, where she entertained male guests. Still, she had done her work
wel |
and quietly, and it was hard to get good help during winter in Port Caynn.

"One | ast question
ot hers

to take you hone in the cart. Did she have a letter fromthe Rogue in Corus,
sayi ng she was safe to wait on George?"

The cook turned indignant at the very thought that she would pernit sonmeone
in

t he house who hadn't been cleared. Fromthe house's account books she took

t he

grinmy piece of paper the maid had brought with her. Confirm ng the woman as
safe, it was signed "Cl aw. "

Orem escorted the cook home whil e Al anna gave the whol e thing serious

t hought .

It seened likely that George had been the poisoner's target; since the deaths
of

Duke Roger and |Ibn Nazzir, she had no enemies inclined toward nurder

"Who's C aw?" she asked when a tired, sweating George came to the library an
hour later.

The thief grimaced as he poured hinmself a glass of brandy. "One of the new
young

men in the city. Ugly as a goat—nissin' an eye, purple marks on his face
wher e

someone threw acid on himonce. Wy?"

Al anna gave himthe note adm tting the woul d-be poi soner to his house,

wat chi ng

the thief s nobile face as he read. "Did the maid tal k?"

"Hn? On, her. No nore than that a man gave her the poison, and the noney." He

Al anna said, "and then I'Il get Marek or one of the



put the note down, rubbing his face wearily. "She ended too fast."

" Magi c?"

Ceorge shook his head, slunping into his big | eather chair. "Not that | could
See. She was wearin' a charm about her neck. Wen we took it off her
she—died."

Digging in his tunic pocket, he produced a small round medal hanging on a
chai n.

"Have a | ook."

Al anna touched it, instantly feeling the evil as the enber-stone flared
hot | y.

She yanked her hand away. "Throw it in the fire!"

Startl ed, George obeyed. The charm sputtered and nelted. "Why?"

"It's been treated with a kind of poison." Al anna soaked George's
handker chi ef

in brandy and held the dripping cloth out to her friend. "Wpe your hands
with

t hi s—qui ckly! Did Coramor Ri spah touch it?"

He obeyed, wrinkling his nose at the brandy funes. "No, only ne."

"Take off your tunic, and throwit in the fire. It's not magic; it's a poison
taken fromthe fire-flower vines that grow in the southern hills. Farda, the
mdw fe for the Bl oody Hawk, told nme about it."

"How does it work?" CGeorge asked curiously.

"You have to have contact with it over a long period of tine, unless you
drink

it or it enters through a cut in your skin, sonmething like that. As long as
you

mai ntain contact, you're all right. But if you run out, or if soneone takes
your

source away—

"You die," he murnured thoughtfully, watching the fire destroy his tunic.

" And

if soneone was givin' it to you in your food, or sone such, you'd never
know. "

Startled, he |ooked at her. "Has it been in our food?"

She shook her head. "The enber-stone woul d have warned ne, or maybe even
Faithful ." She gl anced down at the cat, who had curled up by the fire. He
yawned

and twitched his tail over his eyes, indicating he didn't want to be

di st urbed.
"Caw, then,'

George sighed as she poured hi manot her glass of brandy. "Wth

a

her b-woman to hel p, perhaps.™

"What will you do?"

He shrugged. "Wat's to do, lass? I'll have to return to Corus and see what
this

C aw s been about." He put his glass down and drew her close. "Cone with ne."
Startled, she pulled back. "To Corus? George, | can't!"

"You have to face Jonathan sonetinme,"” he pointed out shrewdly.

"Not now | don't! George, why do you have to go rushing back there? Cone
sout h

with ne. Let the thieves find soneone else to rule them™

Ceorge shook his head. "I can't | eave them when ny position's weak, Al anna.
Lads

with reputations to make will be huntin' for me all my days, tryin' to kil
ne

And how do | know this Claw w |l do right by nmy people? | have as nuch
responsibility to themas King Roald does to his own, as you do to your folk
at

Trebond. "

Al anna cl enched her fists. "And | can't go back to Corus. If | stay with you,



"Il be recognized sooner or later. The scandal would hurt Myl es, now he's ny
foster-father. If | go to the palace, they'lIl be after ne to dress like a

| ady

and get married and forget | ever won ny shield.”

CGeorge sighed. "That's everything, isn't it? | won't turn ny back on the
Rogue,

and you can't |eave off your adventurin'." He took her hand. "Come to bed. If
I"'mto ride for Corus in the mornin', we've a lot of good-byes to say first."

When Al anna went south, a week after George returned to the city, Coram went
with her. "Rispah will wait for ne," he growl ed when Al anna questi oned hi m
about

it. "We made an arrangenent. She understands that if I'"'mnot with ye, ye'l

no

doubt try sonethin' daft. Now let an old man alone, wll ye?"

Al anna dropped her questioning, glad to have his conpany on the |long ride
back

to the tents of the Bl oody Hawk.

9-At the Sign of the Dancing Dove

It was al most dark when George, Marek, and Ercole arrived at the gates of the
city of Corus. They just made it in time;, the greater gate was cl osed and

| ocked

for the night behind them Now travelers would either have to enter the city
on

foot, or turn back to a nearby way-house until the gates were opened at dawn.
Al three men were tired. The ride from Port Caynn, which normally took only
hal f a day, had been filled with battling winter wind and sl eet.

"We've had easier travels afore now, Majesty," Ercole remarked as they turned
their horses into the long alley that led to the stables at the rear of the

I nn

of the Dancing Dove. "Warner, too.
t he

torchlit main streets, and CGeorge felt uneasy.

Bringing up his chestnut mare, he scanned the shadows. Noticing their chiefs
war i ness, Marek and Ercol e began to search the dark, too, readying their Iong
staffs. Only George dared carry a sword openly, as Tortallan conmoners were
not

pernmitted them

Ceorge let his mare inch forward until he spotted an overhang. Smiling
grinmy,

he kicked the mare into a junp. The man on the overhang | eaped a second too
late, falling behind George. Other masked attackers surged out of connecting
al l eys and doorways; George ran one through and wheeled to catch a second as
he

grabbed for George's saddle. A quick glance told him Marek and Ercol e

remai ned

horsed, in spite of attenpts to unseat them

Ceorge's mare reared, and knocked the man trying to cut her saddle girths
flying. The thief grinned-not even his nost trusted peopl e knew he had

trai ned

his favorite nount to fight like any noble's war-horse, as her Mbonlight

f ought

for Alanna. The mare he had naned Beauty curvetted, her rolling eyes

sear chi ng

for soneone el se stupid enough to get in range of her hooves.

Marek yell ed and cl utched his shoul der, where a dark flower bl ossomed agai nst
his light-colored jacket. Distracted by his henchman, George didn't see the
man

on the roof overhead until he | eaped onto George's back

It was far darker in the alley than on



They grappled for the knife the other man held, CGeorge using every trick he
knew

to di sl odge his eneny. The attacker was strong, stronger than CGeorge, but he
had

forgotten the thief-king' s al nost supernatural speed. Twisting into a
position

that made his back scream GCeorge got one hand free. Flicking the knife he
carried hidden in his sleeve into his hand, he stabbed his attacker in a
rapi d-fire nmovenent. The man gasped and fell off, rolling into the snow

As if his death was a signal, the others broke and ran. George woul d have
pursued them but Ercole renminded himthat Marek was hurt. The younger man
was

slunped in his saddle; blood dripped freely down his arminto the slush on

t he

ground.

Ercol e wi ped his knives on his sleeve and slid them back into sheaths at his
wai st. "They didn't offer a sound, Mjesty. Not a word."

"So we can't guess who they are, doubtless." George hoisted Marek up, w shing
just once for Alanna's way with fire. "WIIl you nake it to a safe place, |ad?"
Marek grinned weakly. In the bits of light that came fromthe houses and
shops

on the alley, his handsonme face was pale. "All these years |I've tried to take
your throne fromyou, George; now we both have to fight some—dsurper!”

"Can you hold up a bit nore?"

"Aye." Marek boosted hinself erect in his saddle. "Lead on, Mjesty."

Ceorge took the rein of Marek's horse and headed down a second all ey,

t hi nki ng

hard. Until he knew the nature of the enemy, the Danci ng Dove was not safe
for

himor the people closest to him He |ed Marek and Ercole to the back of his
not her's wal |l ed house, trusting that his enemes had not set a trap there as
wel . He was reassured by snow piled around the small barred gate; no one had
wal ked here recently. Dismounting, he used his keys to undo the doubl e | ocks
bef ore taking Marek and Ercol e inside. The young man was sl umped over, and
Ercole held himin place with one hand.

"The stables are over there," CGeorge told himquietly as he slid Marek off
hi s

horse. "Unl ess we've other guests hid within, this place's safe.”

"Cet the lad inside," Ercole advised. "He's bleedin' heavy still."

A second pair of keys let CGeorge into his nother's kitchen. A kettle was on
t he

hearth, but otherw se the roomwas dark. Carefully placing Marek on a bench
by

the big table, the King of the Thieves slid out into the rest of the house,
hi s

every sense on the alert. The ground floor was dark—edd, for it's not even
suppertime, he thought. Then he stiffened against the wall, hiding hinmself in
t he shadows bel ow the stairs leading to the second floor. A woman not his
not her

was descendi ng.

In a swift novenent he had the lady in his grip, one |arge hand over her

nout h.

"Don't scream " he advised. "Tell ne what you're doin" in Mstress Cooper's
house. "

He took his hand away, and the woman drew a slow, shuddering breath. "She's
ill.

I'"ma healing-wonman, come to stay with her till she's better." She faced
Ceor ge,

and indignation lit her brown eyes. "George Cooper, such a fright you gave
me!



What d' you nean, sneaking into your nother's house like a thief!"
Recogni zi ng her, he grinned. "M stress Kuri, | ama thief." As she gasped
with

shock, he added, "Wat's wong w th ny nother?"

"I don't know. Since Al Hallow she's been as weak as a new kitten. Only now
does she get her strength back."

Ceorge | ooked upstairs. "I'lIl go to her as soon as may be. Meanwhile, |'ve a
pati ent of my own who needs | ookin' after.”

Kuri shook her head mournfully when he brought her to Marek. She got the
wounded

man braced on her shoul der easily, handling himas if he wei ghed nothing at
all.

"Open the door to the work chanmber." George obeyed and |it the | anps as Kuri

gently placed Marek on the long table. "I'Il need boiling water. Mke
your sel f
useful ,” she commanded, cutting the jacket away from Marek's shoul der

Back in the kitchen, CGeorge put the kettle on to boil as Ercole warned his
hands. Telling the older man the situation in the house, George placed him at
M stress Kuri's orders before running upstairs to his nother's bedchanber.

El eni Cooper |ooked at her son, her hazel eyes alert. "I thought | felt you
in

the house. Did you frighten poor Kuri to death?"

"She seemed unshaken to nme. What's happened? | saw you not | ong before Al
Hal | ow, and you were fit enough then."

"I tried probing sonmeone's magic too deeply. The guards set on it were very
strong."

"Thorn!" Ceorge hissed. "By the Dark God, Mother, if he's hurt you with his
preci ous 'experinents' —=

"Lady Al anna's brother? | should have guessed. Only he has such power, these
days." The woman shook her head. "If only | knew what he was up to!" She

si ghed

and returned her attention to George. "And what are you doing here, at this
hour? | thought you'd be stuck fast to Lady Al anna's side."

He shook his head, |ooking away. "W've parted, Mther—she to go adventurin',
and ne—=

"Thi s house has been watched for five weeks now. " She read his thoughts, as
she

al ways had. "A nan who wouldn't give his name tried to question the girl |
have

into clean. She has her orders, though, and she won't tal k against ny

wi shes. "

CGeorge could hear Mstress Kuri's unconpronising tread on the stairs. "I'lI
be

goin' out again, as soon as |'ve made sure Marek is well."

"Young Marek is hurt?" She had never met him but George had often
entertai ned

her with stories of Marek's attenpts to get the throne of the Rogue for

hi nmsel f.

"He'll survive," Kuri announced, having heard her question from outside. "He
| ost a deal of blood, though, and I put himin one of the snall
rest-chanbers."

"But he'll live?" Only now did George betray his anxiety for his long-tine
rival

and sonetine friend.

"He'll live, and cause nore trouble, | don't doubt."

Ceorge nodded, relieved. "Mother, | need house-room for myself and anot her of
ny

men, only for tonight. W' Il go to earth el sewhere tonorrow. "

"OfF course." H's nother's voice was serene, but her eyes were worried.
" Geor ge—



"I can't help bein'" crooked, Mdtther," he said. "And this is the price | mnust
pay." He kissed her cheek and | ooked at Mstress Kuri. "1'll be takin' Ercole
with ne. W'll |let ourselves back in."

"I"'msure you will," the healer replied severely. George |aughed and patted
her

cheek before seeking Ercole out downstairs.

They were outside the walls of the house with the doors | ocked behind them
bef ore Ercol e asked, "Were mght we be goin'?"

"The Dancin' Dove," Ceorge said grimy before pulling a wool nuffler over his
chin. Ercole swore fluently and foll owed him

As a noble studying to becone a knight, Al anna had spent a good anmpunt of
tine

at the inn called The Dancing Dove. This was George's (headquarters, the
royal

pal ace for the thieves who swore allegiance to the Rogue. It was the place

t hey

gat hered when they were not about their business as thieves. There were a
nunber

of entrances and exits, sone known only to George and A d Sol om the

i nnkeeper.

CGeorge and Ercol e entered through one of these, emerging in the darkened
hal | way

that stretched behind the stairs to the upper stories. Sheltered by the dark
they could watch the entire common room filled to its rafters with thieves,
prostitutes, flower sellers, fences, forgers, peddlers, fortunetellers,
heal er s

and sorcerers with small G fts, merchants doi ng secret business, rogue
priests,

even a nobleman or two. AOd Sol omand his naids bustled about, serving food
and

drink while keeping a watchful eye on the table beside the great hearth—the
pl ace where CGeorge was wont to sit.

Ceorge smiled grimMy. Nearly all of the people in the common room were qui et
and

fearful. When he sat by the fire, the din was so loud a man coul dn't hear

hi nsel f think. Now the | oudest noi ses were nmade by Sol om or the naids.

The man named C aw was at CGeorge's table, although not, the thief-king noted,
on

Ceorge's "throne." H s back was to the two nmen in the hallway, and only his
i mediate friends—three vicious brutes George would not want at his back—sat
with him GCeorge searched the roomfor his own court and found Scholar in a
drunken huddl e on the other side of the fire. Lightfingers was nowhere to be
seen. Rispah was still in Port Caynn, but Orem and Shem were at the back of
t he

room playing dice

Maki ng sure each of the six knives he carried was ready, George nodded to
Ercole. Stepping into the light, the older nan at his back, he tapped d aw on
t he shoul der. "Thanks for keepin' it warmfor ne, friend," he drawled in his
sweet est voi ce.

C aw j unped, knocking over his tankard. Brown ale spilled unheeded over his
breeches as he stared at George. "But—you—

"I know, | said |'d be stayin' in Port Caynn a bit |onger," CGeorge said
agreeably. "But there! | got that |onesonme for all these friendly faces, and
that bored without you I ot keepin' me on ny toes.”" Orem and Shem had noved to
the front door and were guarding it with drawn knives. Two other nen George
knew

he could trust came to cover the rear exit and Ercole's back. "You're
drippin',k"



he added, sliding onto his "throne.'
C aw.

The man had a reputation for doing the totally unexpected, and he m ght be
crazy

enough to attack George now.

Claw stared at George for a long monment, his single pale eye unreadable.
Finally

he turned and snapped to his henchnen, "Wy are you goggling at ne? CGet a
cloth

or something, and nmop up this mess." H's eye swiveled back to CGeorge's face.
"Wl come back, Mjesty." He ignored one man's clunsy efforts to wipe the ale
fromhis breeches. "I trust your journey home was uneventful ."

"Abit chilly." daw had lost his initiative, but it still paid to take no
chances. Ceorge accepted a tankard of mulled wine from Sol om wi t hout | ooki ng
at

the old man. "Has all been quiet here?"

"Quiet as the Black God's tenple.” At last Caw noved away fromthe table,

hi s

nmen at his back.

"Don't go," Ceorge said, waving an expansive hand. "Sit with ne and tell ne
what's passed, these weeks |'ve been away. 'Twould be a pity if I'd patched
up

my trouble in Port Caynn to find it fostered here."

The one-eyed thief hesitated, and George hoped that the man woul d be mad
enough

to refuse. It would be all the excuse he needed, and C aw coul d never hope to
equal himw th knives. Then O aw snapped at one of his nen, "Get nme a cl ean
chair!"”

The man hurried to obey as Ceorge realized, Cawtalks |ike a noble.

"Let me buy you a drink." George sniled, beckoning Solomover. "I've a bone
to

pick with you, ny friend."

C aw shook his head when Sol om offered himw ne, and with a shrug the

i nnkeeper

refilled George's tankard. "What could | have done to give offense, Mjesty?"
Cl aw asked, his face blank and innocent.

"You cleared a naidservant to wait on nme and nine in Port Caynn, and she
tried

to poison me. Surely you | ooked into her background, Master C aw?"

"A mai dservant? | sent no maidservant to wait on you," the other thief
replied.

Ceorge slid the griny slip of paper across the table for daw s scrutiny. The
one-eyed man | ooked it over carefully, turning it this way and that in the

Not for a second did his eyes |eave

l'i ght

as he pursed his lips. At last he shook his head and returned the paper. "It's
a

truly excellent forgery," he announced calmy. "But it is a forgery,

nonet hel ess. | never wote this letter."

"You're certai n?" George asked quietly. "Best think hard, for |I'd not

appreci ate

hearin' otherwi se at sone future date."

"Ask anyone in this room" Caw offered, gesturing widely to their staring
audience. "Did | ever send a serving wonan to wait on his Mjesty at the
Port ?"

Heads were shaken slowy as George realized (with some adniration) that C aw
had

found the perfect excuse. Wth no witnesses and the woman dead wi t hout having
naned her sponsor, he was in the clear.

"You're lucky, Friend Claw " he told the younger man. "Mayhap you'll al ways
be



so lucky: to be innocent of the plots of others, of course.”
"I hope to be, Majesty," Clawreplied with atiny smle. "I do not wish to
becore involved in any |osing propositions.”

When nor ni ng dawned, the comon room had enptied of all but the people George
knew to be I oyal. He had | earned nothing fromd aw, although he had kept his
rival at his side all night. That was to be expected. The |earning would cone
now, from sources he trusted.

One by one he sent his people out on errands, to talk to other thieves, to
find

t hose who had not been present and to |learn why, to | earn who was Claw s and
who

was not. He sent themin pairs, warning themto watch their backs. Shem
returned

to Port Caynn with a note asking Rispah to return as soon as Al anna and Coram
were on their way. George needed her when it canme to dealing with the wonen
who

foll owed the Rogue. They obeyed him for his |ooks and his charm but Rispah
knew t heir secrets.

Finally only Scholar was left. Even Solomhad retired to his upstairs room
exhausted with the night and its anxieties.

"Be discreet, but find ne Sir Myles of dau," CGeorge told the old forger

"1

need hi m here, disguised, by nightfall."

Schol ar nodded and polished off the last of his mulled wine. "I know where
he' s

to be found. And, Majesty— George | ooked up, surprised to see tears in the
old

man's eyes. "It's glad | amyou' re back. That Claw s a bad 'un
As the door closed behind Scholar, George permitted hinself a heartfelt sigh
Ercol e noved out of the shadows, |ooking as tired as his chief. "Do we sl eep
her e?"

CGeorge shook his head. "I don't propose givin' Claw ny head on a platter. W
return—discreetly—+to ny nother's house.™
"And tonight?"

"I"ve a better hideaway in mind for tonight.'
t he

shoul der. "Let's go. | want to see how Marek's doin'.

St andi ng, he cl apped Ercol e on

Myl es peered at d aw through the peephole in the false wall of the comon
room

Behi nd him George waited. A d Solomwould draw Claw into talk as they sat in
front of that very spot, and Myl es would be able to hear every word.

After a second the knight drew back and nodded. Silently George |ed hi maway
fromthe hidden spot, taking himupstairs to the chanbers where he lived in
nor e

peaceabl e times. There he poured Myles a brandy, waiting till the ol der nman
had

refreshed hinsel f before asking, "Well?"

"No doubt about it," Alanna's foster-father replied. "C aw was born nobl e and
was wel | -educated, for a tine, at least." He frowned, shaking his head. "The

problemfor me is that | know his voice. |1've heard O aw speak before, and
not

as a thief, either." He held his glass out for a refill. "Perhaps ny daughter
is

right: | should stop drinking."
Ceorge grinned. "Let me congratul ate you, sir, on adoptin' Al anna. 'Twas a
ki nd-hearted thing to do."



"It was kind of her to let nme," Myles demurred. "If only she coul d straighten
thi ngs out with Jonathan; no offense to you, George, but | do miss having her
at

Court."

"As | miss havin' her here," the thief reassured him "Speakin' of ny

| ass—have

you any idea what it was that precious brother of hers was up to, at Al
Hal | ow?" He told Myl es what had happened to his nother

The kni ght sighed and shook his head. "I know that a nunber of people in the
pal ace with the Gft were angry with Thorn for days afterward. |'ve been
heari ng

some odd runors— He stopped for a monment, as if unsure of what to say, then
went on. "l have reason to believe Thorn may have been trying his hand

at —+ai sing the dead."

Ceorge didn't try to mask the horror in his eyes. "The dead! Is the |ad

i nsane?

The dead are meant to stay so!"

"I overheard sone conversations he had with Lady Delia," Myles went on. "She
seened to be taunting him saying that if he were truly the nost powerful

wi zard

living, he could raise the dead, as Kerel the Sage was said to have done. A
nunber of the younger people in the pal ace have been trying to ascertain the
full extent of Thorn's powers. | think they regard it as a gane."

"A game?" George whispered. "A game of settin' the world by its ears, callin’
on

power no man shoul d use for casual purposes?"

"That is what | believe," M/l es agreed sonberly. "Perhaps |I'm wong, George.

I

tried to talk with him but | think his pride was offended when | nade his
sister my heir. He taunted ne with half-truths and stories, nothing definite,
not even an outright lie. I know you have weighty matters on your m nd, but—=
"What coul d be weightier than such as you believe?"

A snmile crossed the knight's face; and for the first time CGeorge realized how
frightened Myl es nust be. The snile took ten years off his age. "If you would
approach Thon? Being that you are—who you are—

"And as respectable as | an®?" George suggested with a grin.

Myl es grinned back. "As a matter of fact, yes; Thommay talk to you, or at

| east

reveal nore of the truth."

"And | have ny own grievance to make with that |ad," George reninded him
renmenbering his nother's worn face. "As soon as | get a hold on what passes

here, 1'll be up to the pal ace.™

Myl es rose, gathering up his cloak. "I'Il start inquiries about daw " he
prom sed. "lInjuries such as he has, particularly the acid scars, are
difficult

to come by. They are even nmore so when you're nobly born."

Ceorge gripped Myles's hand. "You're a good friend, Sir M/les. Be assured |
won't forget."

After showi ng the knight out, George returned to hold court once nore at the
Danci ng Dove. Once again he stayed there all night, seeing who was there
bei ng

seen. Bits and snippets of information cane to himover the next few days as
Ri spah and Shem returned and went to work. No further attenpts on his life
occurred, although word of a costly jewelry theft that had not been cl eared
with

hi mreached his ears. After a week had passed since R spah's return, he

gat hered

all those close to himin a room hidden beneath the streets that forned the
mar ket pl ace.

As they conpared notes, the picture the thieves saw form ng was a bl eak one.



"He's got nearly half our people, with bribes or fear," George sumed up. "He
nmust' ve been plannin' this a long time, before he came to the city, even.
He's

been workin' through the likes of Zorina the Wtch and Nav the Fence, gettin'
his hooks into us." He sighed. "W'Il have to nove slow, then. Buy our folk
back, and destroy the secrets he's got against them™

"Why?" Marek wanted to know. "Why not just kill himand be done with it?"
"Because one of his people will cone forward to take his place," Ceorge
replied.

"I want his entire organization, not just him Because he's got help, and
want

to know who it is. And I want to know who he is, why he's not chall enged ne
i ke

any ot her Rogue woul d've done.™

"And if he wins?" Rispah wanted to know, her brown eyes worried.

"If he wins, then | don't deserve to be master here." Ceorge's face was grim
"If he wins, |I've no guarantees he won't betray every one of us to my Lord
Provost, or someone worse, because | don't know what he wants. \VWere he is

pl aced now, he can rule us or destroy us. Do any of you care to wager which
it

i s?" There was no answer; he really didn't expect one. "You all know what to
do

and where to ask your questions, then. As soon as the passes open eastward,
[ 11

send someone to find out what he was in Galla before he canme to us."

Thom Lord of Trebond and the youngest living Mthran Initiate, poured a

gl ass

of wine for his guest, a nmocking snmile on his lips. "You can't inmagi ne what a
pl easure it is for me to have nmy sister's—friend—eone to visit," he said.
"Particularly when it may be as much as your head is worth to be seen here,
in

t he pal ace. ™

"Why not call me Alanna's |over, and be honest about it?" George suggested.
The

purpl e and gol d brocade robe Thorn wore over his stark black shirt and hose
hur t

the eyes; its cost would have fed a poor comoner and his famly for a year
" As

it is, | have a nunber of things | care to discuss with you. | couldn't be
waitin' for your next excursion into the city to neet you."

"Particularly since | never go to the city," Thorn agreed. "So Al anna has
returned to the desert, with the devoted Coramin tow. How selfless of her
Unl ess she was afraid Jonathan m ght convince her to take back her refusal ?
She

needn't have worried; he's very nuch occupied with Princess Josiane these
days. "

CGeorge stared at Thorn. If ny lass had nade no friends, only enem es, he

t hought, and if she'd been too frightened to |let others know she was a hunman

bein', disguise and all, she m ght well have turned out |ike this young
nonst er .

He's all brain and cynicismnow, with no heart left to him "WlIl, you're a
nasty bit of work, aren't you?" he renmarked amiably. "Wy don't we tal k of
your

goin's-on here durin' Al Hall ow?"

A |l ook of grudging respect entered Thorn's violet eyes. "I"'msure | told

Al anna

and you | was working on experinments."
Ceorge nade a disgusted face. "And |'msure it was no such thing. Didn't you



feel nmy nmother testin' your guardin'-spells? O were so many tryin' to learn
what you were up to that you took no notice of those |eft half-dead?"

"I felt soneone test the wards,"” Thorn admitted. "But | was—busy. |I'msorry
it

was your mother who was harned, but she had no business prying into that kind
of

magi c. She's fortunate to be alive."

"d ad you think so. And what experinments are so inportant that you nust put
such

spells to protect then?" When Thorn didn't answer, Ceorge pressed, "Wo were
you

tryin' to raise fromthe dead?"

Thorn junped to his feet, the nocking expression wi ped fromhis face. "You
dare

to question ne, Ceorge Cooper?" he yelled, fury radiating fromhimin waves.
"Your relationship with my sister neans nothing here, so do not think to try
ny

pati ence!"

Ceorge stood, his hazel eyes grim "Don't think to threaten me, |addy," he
war ned softly. "I won't stand for it."

"I have nothing nore to say to you," Thorn gritted. "Get out."

"Il take ny leave, then," Ceorge replied. "But | don't need ny Sight to

tell

me you're in trouble, great sorcerer or no." He hesitated, then said wyly,
"Doubtless I'Il live to regret this, but for your sister's sake you may cal
on

nme in need."”

Thorn drew hinself up. "I amnore than able to handle nmy own affairs.™

"I's that why you're shakin'" so?" CGeorge inquired. "Best have a shot of brandy
to

steady your nerves, ny lord. 1'd hate to think there was anythin' in this
wor | d

of ours could be beyond the skills of one such as yourself." Bow ng

nocki ngly,

he left Thorn.

And there's not a thing I can do or say, until | know what's ridin" himlike
t he

A d Hag of the Graveyards, the thief told hinself grimy as he slipped out of
the palace. But I'Il bet every knife | own he's gotten hinself into trouble

t hat

won't easily be fixed.

Ceorge smled. Trouble with the Rogue, trouble with Thom The future | ooked
exciting. At least he wouldn't be bored. And as long as he kept his wts
about

hi m#t was good to be back in Corus.

10—F¥he Doomed Sor ceress

In a way it was disappointing for Alanna to find the Bl oody Hawk had done
very

wel | for themselves in her absence. No problens had arisen that Kara and
Kour rem

could not handle with Umar Komm s advice. The school for sorcerers was

| ear ni ng

the many forns of fire-magic, something Al anna had explored as far as she
want ed

to. She diverted the shamans for an afternoon to the probl em of Lightning
(whi ch

remai ned broken despite all the spells she tried), but their efforts to
repair

it cane to nothing. The last try bl ew down several tents and brought Hal ef
Sei f



to command themto stop while within the village precincts.

Di scouraged, Al anna often went riding alone, deliberately returning after
sunset

to avoid the nonment they joined with the Voice of the Tribes. She only nissed
Jon at those times. She missed George with a sullen ache that refused to go
away, because of all people George made her | augh

She was groom ng Moonlight after one ride, wondering what she would do now,
when

Hal ef Seif found her.

"You are restless,"” he commented. "Wat troubles you?"

Putting her mare's conbs away, she replied, "Did you know six days ago
celebrated ny first year as a knight?"

"Coram nentioned it," the headman adnmitted.

"Anni versaries nake ne think. |'ve been renenbering all that's happened since
I

won my shield." Falling into step together, they wal ked toward the hil
over | ooki ng the vill age.

"You sl ew the Sorcerer-Duke."

"You know, Halef Seif, | don't dream about that much anynmore. Maybe it was a
waste, and | acted too quickly, but it's over. So nmuch has gone on since then
I

cane here, | nmet you and Kara and Kourrem+

"Ishak al so," he rem nded her as they slowy clinbed the hill

Al anna nodded; her nouth tw sted sadly. "I guess what happened to |shak

t aught

me | can't punish nyself for things that are over and done. After all, | had
to

get on with teaching Kara and Kourrem not with mourning him And |I'm proud
of

the girls."

"They are pupils to nake any shaman proud. Any tribe, for that matter." At

t he

hill's sutmit, he bowed, indicating a flat-topped rock was to be her seat.

Al anna | aughed and dusted it off, noticing the bl ackened spots around it from
the magi ¢ she had worked here with her apprentices, and the scorchmarks |eft
by

Jonathan's Rite of the Voice. She sat, and Hal ef Seif knelt beside her

wat chi ng

the vill age.

"You know, it's funny—'ve | earned nore about other women since com ng here

t han

| ever did before. Pages and squires don't spend much tine w th wonen, and
besi des—= She grinned. "I was notoriously shy when it cane to girls."

Hal ef chuckl ed. "And so you' ve di scovered you |ike your own sex?"

"How can | not |ike other wonen?" Alanna inquired. "Particularly after

knowi ng

Kara and Kourrem and Mari Fahrar and Farda? | don't feel nearly as odd about
being female as | did before I came here.™

"But now you must be noving on?" he asked gently.
"I hate it when |I'm not doing something useful,"”
spendi ng

all those years studying things or performng duties around the pal ace, |'ve
gotten into the habit of working. Wth Kara and Kourrem doi ng so well,
there's

she admtted. "After

nothing for me to do. 1've been thinking of riding south with Coram to see
what
| can find."

"I know of a task for you, if you wish it." There was a note of diffidence in
t he headman's voi ce she had never heard before.
“"Name it."



He smiled reluctantly. "I have a friend, a woman who is a sorceress in Alois,

near Lake Tirragen in the hill country. For three nights | have dreanmed she
was
in peril, cut off fromne by fire." He shook his head. "W grew up together

bef ore she di scovered her Gft. She could not stay. There was no Wnan Wo

Ri des

Li ke a Man to say she could be a shaman. But she returns here often.”

I's she the reason that Halef Self never married? A anna wondered.

"I would go to her nyself, but ny duties do not permt such freedom=

Al anna put her hand on his arm "I1'll go. Don't worry about your friend. If
she's in trouble, 1'll do everything | can to help."

For a nonent he covered her hand with his, the lines of concern snoothing out
of

his face. "Thank you, Al anna."

Al ois was five days' ride to the north through hill country. Coram and Al anna
donned | eather and mail for the trip instead of burnooses; Al anna nade sure
her

uncovered |ioness shield was promi nently displayed. Dressed as Bazhir, they
m ght have encountered trouble. Dressed as Tortallan soldiers, they did not
gl i npse anot her soul

During the ride Faithful stuck close to Al anna, never straying. The knight
knew

her pet was worried. "Wat's going to happen that you aren't telling ne?" she
finally demanded when they passed the marker indicating the village was near
I don't know, Faithful admtted. | just have a bad feeling. He settled down
in

his cup, the tip of his tail sw tching anxiously.

It was a beautiful day for January. The breezes were warm and the snow had
nmelted fromthe ground. Al anna expected children to be playing outside the
hut s

that grew thicker as they approached the village, but no one was in sight. If
peopl e wat ched frominside their homes, there was no sign. A noise disturbed
her, and she jerked around in her saddle. Coramwas taking the canvas

wr appi ng

fromhis round | eather shield, his dark face grim

"I don't like what I'mfeelin" here," he admtted. "Do ye?"

Al anna grimaced and undid the fastenings that held her shield over
Moonlight's

haunches. Settling the |lioness ranmpant on her left arm she drew the crysta
sword with her right. It doesn't even hum at nme anynore. Then she heard
peopl e

shouting in anger and fear. It was inpossible to nake out the words, but the
voi ces came fromthe village's center, behind the first wall of huts.

They trotted forward, scanning watchfully now as they made for the source of
t he

cries. No one ran out to greet them the huts of the village proper were as
deserted as those outside.

There was a nob in the wide space that was the heart of the village: a tall,
angular man in tattered gray robes stood on a platformthat rai sed hi mhead
and

shoul ders above those around him Al anna's senses prickled with unconfortable
recogni ti on before she and Coram stopped beneath the eaves of a |arge

cott age.

They examined the area for armed nen (other than the villagers, who waved
sticks

and farmng tools), waiting to see what the fuss was about.

"Yahzed will have your souls,"” how ed the man on the platform H's w de eyes
gleaned with fanatic joy. Behind hima tall post thrust against the sky; the



sight of it nmade Al anna sweat. Were had she seen this picture before?
"Yahzed

is angry; he is ferocious! Obey his command! C eanse yourself of the ancient
evil or Yahzed cones with plague and fam ne to cl eanse you! Cbey the servant
of

Yahzed! Only then will you escape the wath of the God of Stones!"

A knot of men, struggling with sonmething, encircled the tall post. Al anna
renenbered: twi ce she had seen this place, and the madman exhorting the
peopl e.

Only in her second vision, the one given to her when |Ishak had destroyed

hi nsel f, she had seen a woman burning at the post.

A knot of villagers struggled with something as Coram whi spered, "This Yahzed
is

one of the Scanra gods, | think. A nasty fellow Dead set against wtchcraft,
or
any magi c—

Al anna frowned. Wiy had the CGoddess sent her this particular vision? Wat
meani ng could it have?

Her nostrils caught the scent of burning wood, and someone screamed in agony.
"Now you do Yahzed's work!" the priest screaned. "Burn the sorceress! C eanse
this village of her taint!" The people roared their satisfaction; the woman
t hey

wer e burning screanmed again.

Al anna reacted. A year ago she woul d have hesitated; a year ago she had not
been

a Bazhir shaman. Bolts of purple fire flamed from her open pal m knocking

t hose

they touched to the ground. "No!" she screamed. Wen they turned to charge,
she

poi nted the crystal sword, opening a chasmat their feet.

"Fiend!" the priest cried, holding up a |large black star-shaped pendant. A

j ewnel

at its mddle twinkled in the sun and caught Al anna's eye, but that trick had
been pl ayed on her once before: Duke Roger had been far cleverer at it than
this

man. She reached out, putting her |lioness shield between her and the priest
as

she whi spered spell-words. The priest shrieked as first his jewel, then the
pendant, shuddered and cracked into a thousand pieces in his grip.
Gimfaced, Al anna rode forward, Coram at her back. Faithful stood erect on
t he

saddl e before her, back arched, fur erect, hissing with fury. A villager ran
yelling at Al anna, sw nging a hoe. Coram swung between them on his bay,
knocki ng

the man aside with the flat of his broadsword. Several rocks flew by; one
struck

Al anna on the head. For a nmoment she reeled sickly. Sheer fury rose up in
her,

spilling fromthe crystal sword in a bolt of magic and hurling three of the
rock-throwers through the air. The villagers broke and ran

Al anna freed both hands and reached for the clear azure sky. "Goddess!" she
cried to her patron. "Gve ne rain!"

For a nonent all of tinme froze. Then the enber-stone began to pulse in a

sl ow,

maj estic rhythm as great thunderheads blotted out the sun. There was a

deaf eni ng

crack of thunder, and the rain fl ooded down, dousing the fire at the stake.
"Thank you, Geat Lady," Al anna whispered, feeling the first niggling touches
of

exhaustion from her use of nagic.



The priest, arned with a dagger, |aunched hinself at her: Faithful junped to
meet himand | anded on the man's face. The fanatic screaned, trying to

di sl odge

the cat, until Coram ended his cries with a sword thrust.

"Don't waste yerself on the likes of yon," he advised Faithful as the cat

di sentangl ed hinsel f fromthe body.

Reachi ng the stake, Al anna cut free the woman they had tried to burn. The
victim

slunped to her knees anong the still-snouldering | ogs, oblivious to her hurts
and to the rain.

Coram joined them pulling the injured womman into his saddl e, cushioning her
gently, "We've got to nove," he yelled over the thunder. "They' |l be back
better arned, | don't doubt."

"You killed the priest!™ A young man, armed with a | ong axe, was advanci ng on
them "H's god will hold us to blane!"

Al anna di smounted and drew the crystal blade. "Get her out of here!" she
ordered

Coram settling her shield on her armonce nore. The ex-sol di er hesitated,
and

she yelled, "Do what | say! Before the villagers cone!"

Frowni ng, he obeyed. Alanna faced the arned villager. "Don't be a fool," she
told him "I'ma full knight; you won't stand a chance!"

"You lie!" The man charged, holding his axe in a clearly practiced manner

Al anna caught the down-swi ngi ng axe on her shield, knocking it aside. In the
same notion she sliced up fromunder her shield with the crystal blade. The
man

j unped back, skidding in the nud, and Al anna hacked the axe blade fromits
handl e. The crystal blade humed, filling her with the sick killing joy she
t hought she had wiped fromits make-up. Al anna staggered, her vision clouding.
The young man yelled with delight, swinging the axe haft in a bl ow that
connected solidly with Alanna's unprotected right side. She dropped to her
knees, just getting the shield up in time as he swng on her head. The
crystal

sword screaned in her mnd, demanding the life of the man who was attacking
her .

Al anna' s hand was sweating, making the hilt slippery in her grasp. Was this
how

Akhnan | bn Nazzir felt when he used his life-force trying to kill me? she
wonder ed. She threw the sword aside and hurl ed herself off the ground,

ramm ng

the shield at the villager.

He yell ed and dropped back, letting the axe haft fall. A anna swooped and
grabbed it. She put herself between the crystal sword and the vill ager

wat chi ng

himintently.

"The sword's magic," she panted as he stared at her. "If you take it, it'll
kill

you. Why would | throw it away, otherw se?"

"I don't believe you," he gasped.

"Then try to get it."

He darted to the side and forward, thinking she would not be fast enough

Al anna

brought the axe haft down on his head, knocking hi munconscious to the ground.
For a nonent she swayed, gathering the strength to kneel and see if she had
killed him Hi s pul se was steady and strong; he had a |unp on his head, but
she

j udged he woul d survive.

"Maybe now you won't go attacking strange knights," she whispered, w ping the
sweat from her face. She picked up the crystal sword and re-sheathed it,
feeling



no trace of its magic.

"Maybe that was its last try to turn me to breaking and killing," she told
Fait hful, who had stayed well out of the battle.
Are you willing to bet on that? the cat wanted to know.

Al anna gathered Monlight's reins and nounted. "Not in the least."

Fait hful junped onto the saddle, and Alanna turned the mare away fromthe
village. She stopped once at the square's edge to | ook back; the tall post
still

stood, lit by flickering lightning. Alanna pointed at it and spoke a single
power ful word. The stake blasted fromthe ground as if shot froma bow,
shattering into fragnents no |arger than toothpicks.

Al anna and Coram halted by the marker they had seen that norning. Hurriedly

t he

kni ght spread a groundcover on the wet grass; Coramgently placed the
sorceress

on it. The woman they had saved was in her forties, dark-haired, her eyes a
deep

brown. A d and new brui ses covered her; a trickle of fresh blood accented the
corner of her mouth. She was badly burned.

Taki ng her hand, Al anna reached with her Gft, already knowi ng what she woul d
find.

"Don't spend your strength, child." The woman's voice was hoarse. "I know
am

dyi ng. "

Al anna withdrew, sick at heart. "How did you get such deep injuries?"

"They stoned me yesterday," was the answer. "My poor children, who will | ook

after them now?"

"Ye're sorry for thenP" Coram asked, astounded.

"It has been a terrible winter," she whispered. "The food was running out.
Yahzed's priest told themit was because of ne: that the foodstores would
renew

thenselves if they had nme killed. They were hungry."

"Fool s!'" Coram nutt er ed.

The sorceress took Al anna's hand. "You two have given ne the death | did not
hope to have, lying at peace ampng friends. Halef Seif sent you?" Al anna
nodded.

"I prayed he could help. Never think you cane too late. My life was over when
they laid hands on ne a week ago. How could I live knowi ng the ones | had
brought into the world and cared for wanted nme dead?" Squeezing Al anna's
hand,

she said, "Open your heart to ne."

Al anna felt the sorceress in her mnd as a kind, gentle presence easing her
bitterness over the woman's inpending death. A second |ater the older fenale
rel eased Al anna's hand, sweating and trenbling fromher efforts.

"You are the one | need," she gasped. "Listen, Alanna of Trebond! | can give
you

agift. WIl you accept it?"

Al anna touched the enber-stone. It was warm but not hot, and she realized
what

the sorceress had to say was inmportant. "Go on."

The wonan's battered lips parted in a smle. "Listen well! You have the
know edge to restore your broken sword: it was in the spell that nmade you one
with the Bl oody Hawk and one with your foster-father. It lies in the spel

t hat

made the Prince the Voice of the Tribes. Take the crystal sword and neke it
one

with the sword that is your own. You will need it: a dark time is com ng for
Tortall."

Al anna nodded, biting a trenmbling lip.

The sorceress reached inside her tattered dress and produced a scorched silk



envel ope that bulged with its contents. "I would have let this burn, but now
you

may take it to Halef Seif. He will know what to do." She shuddered, her |inbs
twi tching. When the convul sion passed, she said, "Let nothing stop you from
giving that envelope to Halef Seif!"

“I'l'l doit,"” Alanna told her. "Don't fret."

The wonman nodded. "I'mso tired," she whispered. "Thank you." She smiled at
Faithful. "All three of you." Her breathing was suddenly shallow "Tell Halef
I

will be waiting when he makes the journey..
Her voice trailed off. Wthin nonents her breath had stopped, and Al anna
gently

cl osed her eyes. Tear-blinded, she stood.

Coram buried the sorceress. "Did ye even know her nane?"

Al anna shook her head, watchi ng her conpani on shovel the last bit of dirt
onto

the grave. "Halef Seif never mentioned it, and neither did she.”

"Apity to |l eave her without a marker," Coram admitted sonmberly. "But it's

our
lives to go to the village and find out."

"She'll have a marker," Al anna whi spered.

You don't have the strength, Faithful cautioned. When will you | earn when to
st op?

"I"'mgoing to do this one last thing," she retorted. "Stand back, both of
you. "

As Coram and Faithful obeyed, she clenched her fists. There was no spell for
what she wanted to do, but she was determined not to let that stop her. If
t he

will to accomplish was the greatest part of any magic, she had only to tel
t he

earth what she required, and that was what she did. The ground beyond the
head

of the grave shook as she pulled at it. Wien she opened her tightly closed
eyes,

a granite pillar stood to mark the burying place. Deeply graven letters
procl aimed, "Here lies the sorceress of Alois, who |oved the people who
killed

her."

Coram took over, getting her as far away fromthe village as possible. She
was

barely consci ous when he chose a canpsite. She coll apsed exhausted onto the
ground, barely waki ng when Coram tucked her into her bedroll. He couldn't
wake

her the next norning. Since Faithful showed no signs of alarm he settled
down

for a day of relaxation, keeping a watchful eye on his knight-mstress as he
whi ttl ed.

It was sunset when she awoke, getting away from a dream

The throne roomwas filled: the King and Queen on their thrones, Duke Gareth
besi de the King, Jon with the Queen. Al though she could see clearly, she
hear d

no sounds comng from people's mouths. Her friends watched with ningled awe
and

horror as Thorn introduced a bowing man to his sovereigns. That nman | ooked
around into Alanna's eyes: he was Roger of Conté. She could hear himclearly
as

he remarked, "I don't kill easily, do |, Lioness? But thank your brother for
this. And mnd you bring back nmy sword."



She sat bolt upright, her clothing danp with sweat.

"Ni ght mares agai n?" Coram asked, stirring a pot of stew. It was nearly dark
"They're never real, lass. Have sone food."

She told himthe dreamas they ate. The sight of their fire and of Faithfu
pl ayi ng wi th wood-shavings finally reassured her

"Sonmetines | wonder if I don't want himto cone back," she sighed, putting
down

her bow . "But that doesn't nmake sense, does it?"

Coram bl ew an experinental note on the flute he had carved. "Well, the two of
ye

had some unfini shed busi ness,"” he commented. "And think. It's not granted to
al |

of us to have one great enemny. The Duke was yers. The problemis that once
ye' ve

vanqui shed such an eneny, life mght be a little enpty. Ye' ve spent so nuch
tine

t hi nki ng about him and now he's not there to worry ye any nore."

"You don't think I'm havi ng—ael |, prophetic dreans?"

"Have ye had t hem bef ore?"
"No. Visions, sonetines, but not dreans.”

"It doesn't seemlikely ye'd start having themat such a late date. Yer
dr eans

are still just dreans.
bl ade

and the two parts of Lightning on the ground before her. "Now what're ye up
to?"

"She told ne how to nend Lightning, and that's what |'mgoing to do."
Faithful cane to sit beside her as Coram backed away. For a nonent Al anna
stared

resentfully at the two long scars on her right forearm Gitting her teeth,
she

drew a third wound beside themw th her dagger, letting her blood drip onto
bot h

swords. A harsh wind sprang up; their fire burned purple.

"One, " Al anna whi spered, closing her eyes and funbling for the best words.
"Crystal and whol e, unbreakable, strong. One—erystal in the hilt, straight
steel, sheared in two." Dust whipped agai nst her face. "Two— She noved the
three pieces closer to each other. "Separate, yet together. Being. Beconing
Power shuddered through her body. "One!" she yelled over the shrieking w nd.
"One bl ade, unbreakabl e and whol e!'"

A last flare of power blasted through her, unbearable in its strength: Al anna
f ai nt ed.

"OfF all the crazy, stupid stunts.

He wat ched with misgiving as she put the crysta

Corams fanmiliar grunble soaked through

t he

dar kness around her. "Ye'd think ye'd wait till ye recovered fromthe
fireworks

yest erday, but not ye." Al anna swam up out of the dark, toward his voice.
"No,

ye nust prove ye're Lord Thorn and can do anything."
Al anna forced her eyes open, grinning weakly at the man who was proppi ng her

up.
She was wrapped in her blankets. "I just wanted to fix ny sword. No nore
fireworks tonight, Coram | promse."

He snorted, clearly disbelieving her. Carefully he picked up sonething and
fitted her hand around the hilt.

She was alnpbst too tired to lift it. Lightning's battered round crysta

t opped

the silver hilt. The blade was thin, as Lightning' s had been; it was stee
with

a ghostly gray sheen. There was no feel of alien magic or anger in it, and



t he

sword fit Alanna's hand well.

As she | ooked it over, Coram observed, "Ye've traveled a distance, haven't
ye?

'"Twas only a year ago ye said ye'd never use yer magic again. Now ye're a
shaman

and makin' up yer own spells.”

Al anna smled ruefully. "Have you ever noticed that when you try to deny sone
part of yourself, things fall out so you need that part nore than any other?
I

was afraid of magic, partly because | was sure it couldn't be controlled. But

the crystal sword taught ne it can. Before | came to the Bazhir, | saw a | ot
of

magi ¢ used only to harm being shaman cured nme of that. | guess |I'm not
afraid

of my Gft anynore. I'mthe one who wields it—ny G ft doesn't wield me. And
now

I can help the people | swore to help with ny abilities. Does that nake any
sense?" she asked worriedly.

Coram gri nned. "As nmuch sense as anything fromthe mouth of a noble."
"You' ve been living anpong thieves too long," Alanna told him Testing her

t hunb

on the sword's edge, she cut herself. Snmiling with delight, she hefted

Li ghtning. "Now I'mready for anything!"

"Speaki n' of anything," Coram said as he banked the fire for the night, "What
next ? Where do we go in the norning?"

Sonepl ace new? Faithful wanted to know. His tail was twitching with
excitenent.

Al anna crawl ed into her bedroll, feeling exhausted but satisfied. "Wll, we
need

to take the sorceress's envelope to Halef Seif." She yawned. "It nust be
pretty

i nportant, or she wouldn't have tried to burn it rather than | et anyone she
didn't trust have it."
"Very well. And then?"

"I think we'll ride south,” Al anna told her conpanions. "King Barnesh of

Mar en

is holding a great tournanment in April. | want to start acting like a knight
again. And maybe we'll find some adventures al ong the way. Sound good?"

It's about tine, Faithful grunbled as he curled up beside her nose.

From his own bedroll, Coramsaid, "It sounds beautiful. Now get sone rest,

Li oness. "

Al anna reached beside her and found Lightning's hilt. She gripped her
restored

bl ade as she noved toward sleep, a weary smile on her lips. Her first year as
a

kni ght was over. She had survived. And if there was trouble ahead, well, she
was

ready for it.



