1 Twins

THAT ismy decision. We need not discussit," said the man at the desk. He was already looking a a
book. Histwo children |eft the room, closing the door behind them. "He doesn't want us around,” the boy
muttered. "He doesn't care what we want."

"We know that," wasthe girl's answer. "He doesn't care about anything, except his books and scrolls.”
The boy hitthewal. "I don't want to be aknight! | want to be agreat sorcerer! | want to day demons
and walk with the gods—"

"D'youthink | want to bealady?' hissster asked. “*Wak dowly, Alanna,™ she said primly. "'Sit till,
Alanna. Shoulders back, Alanna." Asif that'sal | can do with mysdlf!" She paced the floor. "There hasto
be another way."

The boy watched the girl. Thom and Alanna of Trebond were twins, both with red hair and purple eyes.
The only difference between them—as far as most people could tell—was the length of their hair. Inface
and body shape, dressed alike, they would have looked alike.

"Faceit,” Thomtold Alanna. "Tomorrow you leave for the convent, and | go to the palace. That'sit.”
"Why do you get dl the fun?' she complained. "I'll haveto learn sewing and dancing. Y ou'll study tilting,
fendng—"

"D'youthink I like that suff?* heydled. "I hate faling down and whacking & thingd You're the one who
likesit, not mel"

Shegrinned. "You shouldve been Alanna. They awaysteach the girls magic—" The thought hit her so
suddenly that she gasped. "Thom. That'sit!"

From the look on her face, Thom knew his sster had just come up with yet another crazy idea. "What's
it?" he asked suspicioudy.

Alannalooked around and checked the hall for servants. "Tomorrow he gives usthe letters for the man
who trains the pages and the people at the convent. Y ou can imitate hiswriting, so you can do new
letters, saying we're twin boys. You go to the convent. Say in the letter that you're to be asorcerer. The
Daughters of the Goddess are the ones who train young boys in magic, remember? When you're older,
they'll send you to the priests. And I'll go to the palace and learn to be aknight!™

"That's crazy," Thom argued. "What about your hair? Y ou can't go swimming naked, either. And youl
turn into agirl—you know, with achest and everything.”

"I'll cut my hair,” shereplied. "And—wdl, I'll handle the rest when it happens.”

"What about Coram and Maude? They'll be travelling with us, and they can tell us gpart. They know we
aren't twin boys."

She chewed her thumb, thinking thisover. "I'll tell Coram well work magic on him if he saysanything,”
shesad a last. "He hates magic—that ought to be enough. And maybe we can talk to Maude."

Thom consdered it, looking &t his hands. ™Y ou think we could?" he whispered.

Alannalooked at her twin's hopeful face. Part of her wanted to stop this before it got out of hand, but not
avery big part. "If you don't lose your nerve," shetold her twin. And if | don't lose mine, shethought.
"What about Father?' He was aready looking into the distance, seeing the City of the Gods.
Alannashook her head. "Hell forget us, once werre gone." She eyed Thom. "D'you want to be a
sorcerer bad enough?' she demanded. "1t means years of studying and work for us both. Will you have
the gutsfor it?"

Thom graightened histunic. His eyeswere cold. " Just show methe way!"

Alannanodded. "Let'sgo find Maude.”

MAUDE, thevillage hedler, listened to them and said nothing. When Alannafinished, the woman turned
and stared out the door for long minutes.

Finaly shelooked at the twins again. They didn't know it, but Maude wasin difficulty. She had taught
them all the magic she possessed. They were both capable of learning much more, but there were no
other teachers at Trebond. Thom wanted everything he could get from his magic, but he didiked people.
He listened to Maude only because he thought she had something |eft to teach him; he hated Coram—the
other adult who looked after the twins—because Coram made him fed stupid. Theonly personinthe



world Thom loved, beside himsdlf, was Alanna. Maude thought about Alannaand sighed. The girl was
very different from her brother. Alannawas afraid of her magic. Thom had to be ordered to hunt, and
Alannahad to betricked and begged into trying spdlls.

The woman had been looking forward to the day when someone el se would have to handle these two.
Now it seemed the gods were going to test her through them onelast time.

She shook her head. "I cannot make such a decision without help. | must try and See, in thefire."

Thom frowned. "1 thought you couldn't. | thought you could only hed."

Maude wiped sweat from her face. She was afraid. "Never mind what | can do and what | cannot do,”
she sngpped. "Alanna, bring wood. Thom, vervain.”

They rushed to do as she said, Alannareturning first to add wood to the fire dready burning on the
hearth. Thom soon followed, carrying leaves from the magic plant vervain.

Maude knelt before the hearth and motioned for the twinsto Sit on either side of her. She felt swest
running down her back. People who tried to use magic the gods had not given them often died in ugly
ways. Maude gave asilent prayer to the Great Mother Goddess, promising good behavior for the rest of
her daysif only the Goddess would keep her in one piece through this.

She tossed the leaves onto the fire, her lips moving silently with the sacred words. Power from her and
fromthetwinsdowly filled thefire.

The flames turned green from Maude's sorcery and purple for the twins. The woman drew a deep breath
and grabbed the twins left hands, thrusting them into the fire. Power shot up their arms. Thom yelped and
wriggled with the pain of the magic now filling him up. Alannabit her lower liptill it bled, fighting the pain
her own way. Maude's eyes were wide and blank as she kept their intertwined hands in the flames.
Suddenly Alannafrowned. A picture wasforming in thefire. That was impossible—she wasn't supposed
to See anything. Maude was the one who had cast the spell. Maude was the only one who should See
anything.

Ignoring al the laws of magic Alanna had been taught, the picture grew and spread. It was a city made dl
of black, shiny stone. Alannaleaned forward, squinting to seeit better. She had never seen anything like
thiscity. The sun best down on gleaming walls and towers. Alannawas afraid—more afraid than she had
ever been. . ..

Maude let go of the twins. The picture vanished. Alannawas cold now, and very confused. What had
that city been? Wherewasit?

Thom examined his hand. There were no burn marks, or even scars. There was nothing to show that
Maude had kept their handsin the flames for long minutes.

Maude rocked back on her heels. Shelooked old and tired. "1 have seen many things| do not
undergtand,” shewhispered findly. "Many things—"

"Did you seethe city?" Alannawanted to know.

Maude looked at her sharply. "1 saw no city."

Thom leaned forward. "You saw something?' Hisvoice was eager. "But Maude cast the spell—"

"No!" Alannasnapped. "I didn't see anything! Anything!"

Thom decided to wait and ask her later, when she didn't look so scared. He turned to Maude. "Well?*
he demanded.

The healing woman sighed. "Very well. Tomorrow Thom and | go to the City of the Gods.”

AT DAWN the next day, Lord Alan gave each of his children a sealed letter and his blessing before
ingtructing Coram and Maude. Coram till did not know the changein plan. Alannadid not intend to
enlighten him until they werefar from Trebond.

Once Lord Alan let them go, Maude took the twinsto Alannas room while Coram got the horses ready.
The letters were quickly opened and read.

Lord Alan entrusted his son to the care of Duke Gareth of Naxen and his daughter to the First Daughter
of the convent. Sums of money would be sent quarterly to pay for his children's upkeep until suchtimeas
their teachers saw fit to return them to their home. He was busy with his studies and trusted the
judgement of the Duke and the First Daughter in al matters. Hewasin their debt, Lord Alan of Trebond.



Many such letters went to the convent and to the palace every year. All girlsfrom noble families sudied
in convents until they were fifteen or sixteen, a which time they went to Court to find husbands. Usually
the oldest son of anoble family learned the skillsand duties of aknight at the King's paace. Y ounger
sons could follow their brothersto the palace, or they could go first to the convent, then to the priests
cloisters, where they studied religion or sorcery.

Thom was expert &t forging his father's handwriting. He wrote two new letters, onefor "Alan,” onefor
himsdf. Alanna read them carefully, relieved to see that there was no way to tell the difference between
Thom'swork and the real thing. The boy sat back with agrin, knowing it might be years before the
confusion was resolved.

While Thom climbed into ariding-skirt, Maude took Alannainto the dressng room. The girl changed into
shirt, breeches and boots. Then Maude cut her hair.

"I've something to say to you," Maude said asthefirst lock fell to the floor.

"What?' Alannaasked nervoudy.

"You'veadgift for healing." The shearsworked on. "It's greater than mine, greater than any | have ever
known. And you've other magic, power you'll learn to use. But the hedling—that's the important thing. |
had adream last night. A warning, it was, asplain asif the gods shouted in my ear.”

Alanna, picturing this, sifled agiggle.

"It don't do to laugh at the gods," Maudetold her sternly. "Though you'll find that out yoursdlf, soon
enough.”

"What isthat supposed to mean?"

"Never mind. Listen. Have you thought of the lives you'l take when you go off performing those greet
deeds?"

Alannabit her lip. "No," she admitted.

"l didn't think s0. Y ou see only the glory. But there's lives taken and families without fathers and sorrow.
Think before you fight. Think on who you'refighting, if only because one day you must meet your match.
And if you want to pay for those lives you do take, use your heaing magic. Useit al you can, or you
won't cleanse your soul of desth for centuries. It's harder to hedl than it isto kill. The Mother knowswhy,
but you've a gift for both." Quickly she brushed Alannas cropped hair. "Keep your hood up for abit, but
you look enough like Thom to fool anyone but Coram.”

Alannastared at hersdf in the mirror. Her twin stared back, violet eyeswidein his paeface. Grinning,
shewrapped hersdf in her cloak. With alast peek at the boy in the mirror, she followed Maude out to
the courtyard. Coram and Thom, aready mounted up, waited for them. Thom rearranged his skirtsand
gave hissgter awink.

Maude stopped Alanna as she went to mount the pony, Chubby. "Hed, child," the woman advised.
"Hed dl you can, or youll pay for it. The gods mean for their giftsto be used.”

Alannaswung hersdlf into the saddle and patted Chubby with a comforting hand. The pony, sensing that
the good twin was on his back, stopped fidgeting. When Thom was riding him, Chubby managed to
dump him.

The twins and the two servants waved farewel| to the assembled castle servants, who had come to see
them off. Slowly they rode through the castle gate, Alanna doing her best to imitate Thom's pout—or the
pout Thom would be wearing if he wereriding to the palace right now. Thom was looking down at his
pony's ears, keeping hisface hidden. Everyone knew how the twinsfelt at being sent away.

The road leading from the castle plunged into heavily overgrown and rocky country. For the next day or
so they would be riding through the unfriendly forests of the Grimhold Mountains, the great natural border
between Tortdl and Scanra. It wasfamiliar land to the twins. While it might seem dark and unfriendly to
people from the South, to Alannaand Thom it would aways be home.

At midmorning they came to the meeting of Trebond Way and the Great Road. Patrolled by the King's
men, the Great Road led north to the distant City of the Gods. That was the way Thom and Maude
would take. Alannaand Coram were bound south, to the capital city of Corus, and the roya palace.
The two servants went gpart to say goodbye and to give the twins some privacy. Like Thom and Alanna,
it would be years before Coram and Maude saw each other again. Though Maude would return to



Trebond, Coram was to remain with Alanna, acting as her manservant during her years at the palace.
Alannalooked at her brother and gave alittle smile. "Herewe are," she said.

"I wish | could say 'have fun,” Thom said frankly, "but | can't see how anyone can have fun learning to be
aknight. Good luck, though. If we're caught, well both be skinned.”

"No onée's going to catch us, brother." She reached across the distance between them, and they gripped
handswarmly. "Good luck, Thom. Watch your back.”

"There are alot of tests ahead for you," Thom said earnestly. "Watch your back.”

"I'll passthetests" Alannasaid. She knew they were brave words, amost foolhardy, but Thom looked
asif he needed to hear them. They turned their ponies then and rejoined the adullts.

"Let'sgo," Alannagrowled to Coram.

Maude and Thom took the left fork of the Great Road and Alannaand Coram bore right. Alanna halted
suddenly, turning around to watch her brother ride off. She blinked the burning feding from her eyes, but
she couldn't ease the tight feeling in her throat. Something told her Thom would be very different when
she saw him again. With asigh she turned Chubby back toward the capita city.

Coram made aface and urged his big gelding forward. He would have preferred doing anything to
escorting afinicky boy to the palace. Once he had been the hardiest soldier in the King'sarmies. Now he
was going to be ajoke. People would see that Thom was no warrior, and they would blame
Coram—the man who was to have taught him the basics of the warrior's craft. He rode for hours without
aword, thinking his own gloomy thoughts, too depressed to notice that Thom, who usualy complained
after an hour'sride, was slent aswell.

Coram had been trained as a blacksmith, but he had once been one of the best of the King's
foot-soldiers, until he had returned home to Trebond Castle and become sargeant-at-arms there. Now
he wanted to be with the King's soldiers again, but not if they were going to laugh at him because he had
aweskling for amaster. Why couldn't Alanna have been the boy? She was afighter. Coram had taught
her at first because to teach one twin was to teach the other, poor motherless things. Then he began to
enjoy teaching her. She learned quickly and well—better than her brother. With dl hisheart Coram
Smythesson wished now, as he had in the past, that Alannawere the boy.

He was about to get hiswish, in aleft-handed way. The sun was glinting from directly overhead—time
for the noon medl. Coram grunted ordersto the cloaked child, and they both dismounted in aclearing
beside the road. Pulling bread and cheese from a saddlebag, he broke off a share and handed it over. He
aso took the wineskin down from his saddle horn.

"Well make the wayhouse by dark, if not before" he rumbled. "Till then, we make do with this"
Alannaremoved her heavy cloak. "Thisisfinewith me."

Coram choked, spraying amouthful of liquid al over theroad. Alannahad to clagp him on the back
before he caught his bresth again.

"Brandy?" he whispered, looking a the wineskin. He returned to hisimmediate problem. "By the Black
God!" heroared, turning spotty purple. Were goin' back thisinstant, and I'm tannin' yer hide for ye when
we get home! Where's that devils-spawn brother of yours?'

"Coram, cm down," she said. "Have adrink."

"l don't want adrink," he snarled. "1 want t' beat the two of yetill yer skinswon't hold water!" Hetook a
deep gulp from the wineskin.

"Thom's on hisway to the City of the Godswith Maude," Alannaexplained. " She thinks we're doing the
right thing."

Coram swore under his breath. " That witch would agree with you two sorcerers. And what does yer
father ssy?'

"Why should he ever know?" Alannaasked. " Coram, you know Thom doesn't want to be aknight. | do.”
"I don't careif thetwo of yewant t' be dancing bears!" Coram told her, taking another swallow from the
sin."Yéreagirl."

"Who'sto know?" She bent forward, her small face intent. "From now on I'm Alan of Trebond, the
younger twin. I'll be aknight—Thom'll be asorcerer. It happen. Maude saw it for usinthefire."

Coram made the Sign againgt evil with hisright hand. Magic made him nervous. Maude made him



nervous. He drank again to settle his nerves. "Lass, it's anoble thought, awarrior's thought, but it'll never
work. If yere not caught when ye bathe, y€ll be turning into awoman—"

"l can hide dl that—with your help. If | can', I'll disappesar.”

"Y er father will have my hidel"

She made aface. "Father doesn't care about anything but his scrolls.” She drew abreath. "Coram, I'm
being nice. Thom wouldn't be this nice. D'you want to see thingsthat aren't there for the next ten years? |
can work that, you know. Remember when Cook was going to tell Father who ate the cherry tarts? Or
the time Godmother tried to get Father to marry her?”'

Coram turned pale. The afternoon the tarts were discovered missing, Cook started to seelarge, hungry
lionsfollowing him around the kitchens.

Lord Alan never heard about the missing tarts. When the twins godmother came to Trebond to snare
Lord Alan as her next husband, she had fled after only three days, claiming the castle was haunted.
"Yewouldn't," Coram whispered. He had dways suspected that the twins had been behind Cook's
halucinations and Lady Catherine's ghosts, but he had kept those thoughts to himsdlf. Cook gave himself
airs, and Lady Catherinewas crud to her servants.

Seeing she had struck anerve, Alanna changed tactics. "Thom can't shoot for beans, and | can. Thom
wouldn't be acredit to you. | will, I think. Y ou said yoursdf agrown man can't skin arabbit faster'n me.”
Shefed her last piece of bread to Chubby and looked at Coram with huge, pleading eyes. "Let'sride on.
If you fed the same in the morning, we can turn back.” She crossed her fingers as shelied. She had no
intention of returning to Trebond. "Just don't rush. Father won't know till it'stoo late.”

Coram swigged again from the skin, getting up shakily. He mounted, watching the girl. They rode silently
while Coram thought, and drank.

Thethreat about making him see things didn't worry him much. Instead he thought of Thom's
performance in archery—it was enough to make asoldier cry. Alannawas much quicker than her
brother. Sherarely tired, even hiking over rough country. She had afed for the fighting arts, and that was
something that never could be learned. She was dso as stubborn asamule.

Because he was absorbed in his thoughts, Coram never saw the wood-snake glide across the road.
Alanna—and Coram's horse—spotted the dithery creature in the same second. The big gelding reared,
amost throwing his master. Chubby stopped dead in the road, surprised by these antics. Coram yelled
and fought to hold on as his mount bucked franticaly, terrified by the snake. Alanna never stopped to
think. She threw herself from Chubby's saddle and grabbed for Coram's reins with both hands. Dodging
the gelding's flying hooves franticaly, she used al her strength and weight to pull the horse down before
Coram fell and broke his neck.

The gelding, more surprised than anything else by the new weight on hisreins, dropped to dl fours. He
trembled as Alanna stroked his nose, whispering comforting words. She dug in apocket and produced
an gpplefor the horse, continuing to pet him until his shaking stopped.

When Alannalooked up, Coram was watching her oddly. She had no way of knowing that he was
imagining what Thom would have donein smilar circumstances: her twin would have left Coram to fend
for himsdf. Coram knew the kind of courage it took to calm alarge, bucking horse. It wasthe kind of
courage aknight needed in plenty. Even so, Alannawasagirl. . . .

By thetimethey arrived a the wayhouse, Coram was very drunk. Theinnkeeper helped him to bed
while hiswife fussed over "the poor weelad." In her bed that night, Alannalistened to Coram's snores
with awide grin on her lips. Maude had managed to fill the wineskin with Lord Alan's best brandly,
hoping her old friend might be more open to reason if hisjointswere well oiled.

Coram awoke the next morning with the worst hangover he had ever had. He moaned as Alanna entered
hisroom.

"Don't walk soloud," he begged. Alanna handed him a steaming mug. "Drink. Maude says this makes
you fed better every time." The man drank deeply, gasping as the hot liquid burned down histhroat. But
intheend, he did fed better. He swung hisfeet to the floor, gently rubbing histender skull. 'l need a
bath."

Alannapointed to the bath aready waiting in the corner.



Coram glared at her from benegth his eyebrows. "Go order breakfadt. | takeit I'mto cal ye'Alan’ now?"'
She yelped with joy and skipped from the room.

FOUR days later they rode into Corus just after dawn. They were part of the stream of people entering
the capital for the market day. Coram guided his horse through the crowds, while Alannatried to keep
Chubby close behind him and till see everything. Never in her life had she encountered so many people!
She saw merchants, daves, priests, nobles. She could tell the Bazhir—desert tribesmen—by their heavy
white burnooses, just as she spotted seamen by their braided pigtails. She was lucky that Chubby was
inclined to stay near Coram's gelding, or she would have been lost in a second.

The marketplace itsdf was dmost more than agirl from amountain castle could take. Alannablinked her
eyes at the bright colors—piles of orange and yelow fruits, hangings of bright blue and green, ropes of
gold and silver chains. Some people were staring as openly as she was. Others shoved their goods under
peopl€'s noses, shouting for them to buy. Women in tight dresses eyed men from doorways, and children
ran underfoot, sneaking their hands into pockets and purses.

Coram missed nothing. "Keep an eyeto yer saddlebags,” he called back to Alanna. "There are some
here aswould sted their own mother'steeth!" He seemed to be directing this comment at atall young
man sanding near Alanna.

The lean young man grinned, white teeth flashing in histanned face. "Who, me?' he asked innocently.
Coram snorted and kicked his horse onward. The man winked one bright hazel eye a Alannaand
vanished into the crowd. She watched him until someone shouted for her to watch hersalf. She wondered
if hereally wasathief. He seemed very nice.

They left the marketplace, taking the Market Way up along, doping hill. Thisled them through digtricts
where rich merchants lived, up past the villas of even richer nobles. The crossing of Market Way and
Harmony Way marked the beginning of the Temple District. Here the Market Way changed its name,
becoming the Palace Way. Coram straightened in the saddle. After hisyears of soldiering, thiswaslike
coming home.

Alannasaw countless temples as they rode through the district. She had heard that a hundred gods were
worshipped in Corus. There were enough temples for that many, she thought. She even saw atroop of
women dressed in armor, the guard of the Temple of the Great Mother Goddess.

These women were armed with great double-headed axes, and they knew how to use them. Their duty
was to keep men from ever setting foot on ground sacred to the Great Mother.

Alannagrinned. Someday she would wear armor, too, but she wouldn't be confined to temple grounds!
The ground suddenly rose steeply. The Temple Didtrict ended here. Above them, crowning the hill, was
theroya palace. Alannalooked at it and gasped. Ahead of her was the City Gate, carved with thousands
of figures and trimmed with gold. Through this gate in the palace wal, kings and queens came down to
the city on holy days. Through this gate the people went to see their rulers on Great Audience Days. The
Gate was as high asthewall it pierced: awall lined with soldiers dressed in the roya gold and red.
Behind thewall, leve after level of buildings and towersrose, up to the paaceitself. The areahad itsown
gardens, wells, stables, barracks and menagerie. Outside the wall on the other sdelay the Roya Forest.
All these things Alanna knew from her father's books and maps, but the reality took her breath away asa
paragraph written in abook never could.

Coram led the way to the courtyard beside the stables. Here servants awaited the arrival of guests, to
show them to their rooms, to guide the arrivals servants, and to take charge of the horses. One such

servant gpproached them.
Coram dismounted. "I'm Coram Smythesson, of Fief Trebond. I'm come with Master Alan of Trebond
to begin hisservice a Court."

The hostler bowed. A royal page rated some respect, but not the respect a full-grown noble would get.
"I'll betakin' th" horses, sir," he said, his voice thick with the accent of the city. "Timon!" he called.

A dender young maninroyd livery hurried up. "Aye, Stefan?’

"Onefer hisGrace. I'll seet' thebags.”

Alannadismounted and hugged Chubby for asecond, fedling asif he were her last friend. She had to



hurry to catch up with Timon and Coram.

"Y€ll show his Grace the proper respect,” Coram growled in her ear. "A wizard with asword, heis, and
abetter leader y€ll never meet.”

Alannarubbed her nose anxioudy. What if something went wrong? What if the Duke guessed?

She glanced at Coram. The man was swesting. Alannagritted her teeth and thrust her chin forward
stubbornly. She would see thisthrough.

2: The New Page

DUKE Gareth of Naxen wastal and thin, with dull brown hair that fell into his muddy brown eyes.
Though he was plain-looking, there was something commanding about him dl the same.

"Alan of Trebond, hm?' Hisvoice wasthin and nasa. He frowned as he opened the sedl on Alanna's
letter. "I trust you will do better here than your sire. He was dways at his books."

Alannaswallowed hard. The Duke made her nervous. "He dill is, sr.”

The Duke looked at her sharply, not sure if she was being pert. "Hmph. So | would suppose.” He smiled
and nodded at Alanna's serving man. " Coram Smythesson. It's been along time since the Battle of
Joyous Forest."

Coram bowed, grinning. "1 didn't think yer Lordship'd remember. That was twenty years ago, and me but
alad mysdf."

"l don't forget it when aman saves my life. Welcometo the paace. Y ou will like it here—though you,
boy, will work hard." Duke Gareth turned his attention back to Alanna. "Sit down, both of you." They
obeyed. "Y ou're here, Alan of Trebond, to learn what it isto be aknight and anoble of Tortdl. It's not
easy. You must learn to defend the weak, to obey your overlord, to champion the cause of right.
Someday you may even be abletotel what right is." It wasimpossibleto tdll if hewasjoking, and
Alannadecided not to ask.

"Until you are fourteen, you will be apage,” the Duke went on. "Y ou will wait on table at the evening
med. You will run errandsfor any lord or lady who asks you. Haf your day will be spent learning fighting
arts. The other haf you will spend with books, in the hope that we can teach you how to think.

"If your mastersthink you are ready, you will be made squire when you are fourteen. Perhaps aknight
will choose you as hisbody squire. If so, you'll tend your master's belongings, run his errands, protect his
interests. Y our other lessonswill continue—they'll be harder, of course.

"When you are eighteen, you'll undergo the Orded of Knighthood. If you survive, you will be aKnight of
Tortall. Not everyone survives." He held up hisleft hand, revealing amissing finger. "l logt thisin the
Chamber of the Ordedl." He sighed. "Don't worry about the Ordeal now. Y ou have eight yearsto think
about it. For the present, you will livein the pages wing. Coram roomswith you, but | hope helll be able
to serve with the palace guard in hisfreetime.”

Coram nodded. "I'd like that, yer Grace." Duke Gareth smiled thinly. "Excellent. We can use a man of
your ability." Helooked at Alannaonce again. "One of the older pages will sponsor you and show you
how things are done. Y oull bein his charge until you are familiar with the palace and your duties. If you
are obedient and work hard, you won't see me often. Misbehave, and you'll learn how harsh | can be.
When you prove yourself worthy, you will be granted free timeto go into the city. And make no
mistake—you'll earn every privilege you get threetimes over. Y ou are here to learn chivalry, not to have
agood time. Timon"—Alannaredized the serving man had been in theroom al dong—"Takethemto
their rooms. Make sure the boy is properly clothed. Also, aguardsman's uniform for Master
Smythesson.” The Duke measured Alannawith hiseyes. "I expect you to begin serving a dinner in five
days. Youll wait on me. Have you any questions?'

It took all her strength to say, "No, your Lordship.”

"A dukeiscalled 'your Grace." The older man smiled and held hisright hand out to her. "It isahard life,
but you'll get used toiit.”

Alannakissed hishand timidly. "Yes, your Grace." She and the two men bowed and |eft the Duke's
presence.

The pages wing stretched aong the west Side of the palace, standing near the walls that overlooked the



city. Here Timon showed Alannaand Coram two small rooms, where they would live during Alanna's
time as a page. Someone had aready placed their baggage inside the door.

Their next stop waswith the palacetailors. Redlizing they would measure her for her page's uniform,
Alannafdt sck. Her mind whirled with visions of being forced to gtrip, of being caught and sent homein
disgrace before she had even had a chance to start.

Instead a scowling old man whipped a knotted cord around her shoulders and hips, caling out the
number of knotsit took to circle Alannato his assstant. Then helaid the cord aong the length of her right
arm and then her right leg. He sent the anxious-|ooking apprentice scurrying into astoreroom while he
measured Coram in the same rapid style. The apprentice returned with an armful of clothing. He was
instantly sent after boots and shoes while the grumpy old tailor shook out agold tunic and held it up to
Alanna. The bright garment could have easily fitted amuch larger youngster.

Coram fought to hideagrin. "lsn't it awee bit big?"

Thetailor glared at the serving man. "Boys grow," he barked, shoving the whole pile of boots and clothes
into Alannasarms. "It'stheir natures.” He turned his scowl on Alanna. ™Y ou rip 'em, you mend ‘em,” he
sad. "Don't let me seeyou for a least three months.”

Alannafollowed Coram and Timon out, her knees weak with relief. Her secret was still safel

Timon took them to the huge kitchensfor aluncheon and spent the afternoon showing them around the
palace. Alannawas|ost in no time. She didn't believe Timon when he told her she would soon learn her
way around. Theroya palace could hold severa Trebonds, and more people lived there than Alanna had
ever seen before. Shelearned that many nobles had suitesin the palace. There were dso quartersfor
foreign vistors, a servant'swing, the throne and council rooms, ballrooms, kitchensand libraries. It dl
mede her fed extremdy smdl.

The sun was setting as they quickly unpacked.

Coram changed into clean clothesin his own room while Alannadowly laid out her new uniform. She
noticed her hands were shaking.

"Alan?' the srvingman cdled.

She opened her door. Coram was ready to go.

"Wdll, la—lad?' he asked. His dark eyeswere kind. "How shall we work this? Th' boys are changin' for
dinner.”

Shetried to smile. "You go on." It was hard making her voice sound relaxed. "I'll befine."

"Youresure?!

"Of course," shereplied stoutly. "Would | have said so if | wasn't?!

"Yes" wasthe cam answer.

Alannasighed and rubbed her forehead. She wished he didn't know her so well. "Best now aslater,
Coram. I'll bedl right. Redlly. Goon."

He hesitated for amoment. "Good luck—Alan."

"Thanks." She watched him leave and felt lost. Locking the door—it wouldn't do for someoneto comein
unannounced—she reached for her shirt.

When she wasfully dressed, Alannastared at her reflection in the mirror. She had never looked so fine.
The full-deeved shirt and hose were bright scarlet against the cloth-of-gold tunic. Sturdy lesther shoes
covered her feet; her dagger and purse hung from adim leather belt. True, the clothes were alittle large,
but she wastoo dazzled by the colorsto care.

There was one thing to be said for such a bright red and brighter gold: theroya uniform gave her the
courage to unbolt the door and step into the hall. She couldn't have doneit in her battered old clothes.
Severa boys saw her and hurried to spread the word: Theré's anew boy in the paace! Suddenly the
pages wing was very quiet. Everyone came to ingpect the newcomer.

Someone behind Alanna grabbed her. She spun. A tdl, gangling boy of nearly fourteen looked her over,
asneer on histhick mouth. He had cold blue eyes and sandy-blond hair that flopped over his forehead.
" wonder what thisis." His crooked teeth made him spit hisss. Alannawiped adrop of sdivafrom her
cheek. "Probably some back-country boy who thinks hesanaoble.”

"Leave him adone, Raon," someone protested. "He didn't say anything to you."



"He doesn't have to,” Ralon snapped. "I bet he's some farmer's son trying to pass for one of us.”
Alannablushed adull red. "I wastold pages were supposed to learn manners,” she murmured. "\Whoever
told me that must've been mistaken.”

The boy grabbed her callar, lifting her off her feet. " ou'll do what you'retold,” he hissed, "till you earn
theright to call yourself apage. If | say you're the goatherd's son, you say, 'Yes, Lord

Raon."

Alannagasped with fury. "I'd as soon kissapig! Isthat what you've been doing—kissing pigs? Or being
kissed?'

Raon threw her againg thewall, hard. Alanna charged, ramming into his ssomach and knocking him to
thefloor. Ralon ydled and shoved her off him.

"What isthis?'

The young mae voice was clear and forceful. Ralon froze; Alannadowly got to her feet. The watching
boys made way for adark-haired page and his four companions.

Ralon wasthefirgt to spesk. "Highness, thisboy was acting asif he owned the paace," he whined. "King
of the cagtle, he was, and he insulted me like no gentleman insults another—"

"l don't think | spoke to you, Ralon of Maven," the boy cdled "Highness' said. His bright blue eyesfixed
on Ralon's. The two boys were about the same height, but the dark-haired boy seemed to be about a
year younger and much more commanding. "Unless I'm mistaken, | told you not to tak tomeat dl."
"But, Highness, he—"

"Shut up, Ralon," ingructed one of the boy's friends. This one was big, with tightly curled brown hair and
coal-black eyes. "Y ou've got your orders.”

Ralon stepped out of the way, red with fury. The boy who seemed to be running things looked around.
"Douglass." He nodded to aboy who had been there all dong. "What happened?

A stocky blond page stepped forward. His hair was still wet from washing. He was the one who told
Raontolet Alannaaone.

"It was Ralon, Jon," Douglass said. "The new boy was just sanding here. Ralon started on him—called
him acountry boy, said he was afarmer's son. The new boy said he thought we were hereto learn
manners. Ralon grabbed him and said the new boy had to do whatever Ralon told him to do, and say
'Yes, Lord Rdlon.’*

The boy called Highness looked at Ralon with disgust. "1'm not surprised.” He turned his bright eyes back
to Alanna "Then what?'

Douglass grinned. "The new boy said hed as soon kissapig." The pages started to giggle. Alanna
blushed and hung her head. Ralon's behavior was bad, but hers wasn't much better. "He said it looked as
if Raon had been kissing pigs. Either that or being kissed himsdif."

Mogt of the boys listening laughed outright &t this. Alanna could see Raon'sfists clench. She had made
her first enemy.

"Ralon threw the new boy againgt thewall," Douglass continued. " The new boy tackled him and knocked
him down. That'swhen you came, Jon."

"I'll speak with you later, Ralon," the dark-haired boy instructed. “In my rooms, before lights-out." When
Raon hesitated, Jon added in asoft, icy voice, "Y ou've been dismissed, Maven.”

Raon hurled himsdlf out of the halway. The boyswatched him go before returning their attention to
Alanna. Shewas gill sudying thefloor.

"Y ou have good taste in enemies, even if you do make them your first day here,” Jon said. "Let'shave a
look at you, Fire-Hair."

Slowly she looked up into his eyes. He was about three years older than she was, with cod-black hair
and sapphire-colored eyes. His nose was straight and dightly hooked. His face was stern, but asmile
touched his mouth, and a glimmer of fun dipped from his eyes. Alannalinked her hands behind her back,
giving him stare for stare until the large boy who had silenced Ralon whispered, "Thisis Prince Jonathan,
lad.”

She bowed dightly, afraid that if she bent over any more shewould fal. It wasn't every day a person met
the heir to thethrone. Y our Roya Highness" she said. "I'm sorry about the—the misunderstanding.”



"Y ou didn't misunderstand,” the Princetold her. "Raon is no gentleman. What's your name?”

"Alan of Trebond, your Highness™"

Hefrowned. "1 don't remember seeing your family at Court.”

"No, your Highness."

"Why not?'

"It'smy father. He doesn't likeit, your Highness."

"l see." Therewas no way to tell what he thought of her answer. "Do you like Court, Alan of Trebond?!
"l don't know," she replied honestly. "I could et you know in acouple of days."

"I look forward to your views." Was he laughing insgde?"Have you met the others?'

With royd permission given, the othersal tried to introduce themselves at once. The big friendly boy
who had given her Jonathan's name was Raoul of Goldenlake. The large young man with chestnut hair
and eyes was Gareth—Gary—of Naxen, the Duke's son. The dim, dark boy beside him was Alexander
of Tirragen, and Raoul's shy blond shadow was Francis of Nond. There were ten others but these
four—and the Prince—were the leaders.

Finaly Jonathan said, "Now that we've met our newest member, who will sponsor him?”

Five of the older boys raised their hands. Jonathan nodded. ™Y our sponsor keeps you from getting too
logt," he explained to Alanna. "I think Gary had better take you in hand.”

The big youth nodded to Alanna, hisbrown eyesfriendly. "A pleasure.” Alannabowed politdy. A bdll
rang. "We'd better go," Jonathan announced. "Alan, stay closeto Gary and listen to what hetellsyou.”
Alannafollowed her new sponsor to the great dining hall. Thiswas closed only during the summer, when
most nobles went to their estates and the rest of the Court went to the Summer Palace by the sea. The
other three seasons of the year, the entire Court ate here, served by the pages. Gary stationed Alannain
aniche, where she could see everything. As he hurried back and forth on his serving duties, he whispered
explanationsto her. It was Gary who showed her to the pages dining hall after the banquet was over,
and Gary who woke her up (she fell adeep over dessert) and guided her to her room.

"Wecome to the palace, young Trebond," he said chearfully as he handed her over to Coram.
Alannacrawled deepily into bed, thinking, Not so bad—for the first day.

A BELL that hung in atower high over the pages wing awakened Alannaat dawn. Moaning, she bathed
her face in cold water. She was il exhausted from her five-day ride. For once she could have dept late.
Gary—awide-awake, disgustingly cheerful and large Gary—came for her just as she was finished
dressing. When Alanna, who hated breakfast, would have taken only an apple, Gary filled up her plate.
"Ed," he advised. "Y oull need your strength.”

The bdl gently chimed. The pages hurried to their first hour of lessons, Alannatrotting to keep up with
her sponsor.

"Hird classisreading and writing," hetold her.

"But | know how to read and write!" Alanna protested.

"Y ou do? Good. Y ou'd be surprised at how many noblemen's sons can't. Don't worry, young Trebond.”
A grinlit hisface. "I'm sure the masters will find something for you to do."

Alanna soon discovered that most of what nobles caled "the thinking arts" were taught by Mithran
priests. These orange-robed men were stern taskmasters, aways quick to catch aboy letting his attention
wander or ngpping. When the priest who taught reading and writing was satisfied that Alanna could do
both—he made her read a page from abook aoud, then copy it out on paper—he assigned her along
and very dull poem. Alannawasto read it and be ready to report on it for the next day. The bell rang the
hour when shewas only partly done.

"When do | finish this?' she asked Gary, waving the scroll on which the poem was written. Hewas
guiding her to their next set of lessons.

"Inyour free time. Here we go. Mathematics. Can you do figures, too?"

"Some," she admitted.

"A regular scholar,” said Alex, who had caught up with them, laughing.

Alannashook her head. "No. But my father isvery gtrict about book learning.”



"He sounds alot like my father in that respect,” Gary said drily.

"I wouldn't know," Alannareplied. Remembering what the Duke had said about her father the day
before, she added, "I don't think they got along.”

Again Alanna had to prove her skills, thistime to the priest who taught mathematics. Once hewas
satisfied asto the extent of her knowledge, he put her to learning something caled "agebra.”

"What isit?" Alannawanted to know.

The priest frowned at her. "It isabuilding-block,” hetold her sternly. "Without it you cannot hopeto
congtruct a safe bridge, asuccessful war tower or catapult, awindmill or anirrigation whedl. ltsuses are
infinite. Y ou will learn them by studying them, not by staring a me."

Alannawas staring a him. The idea that mathematics could make things such aswindmills and catapults
work was amazing. She was even more amazed when she redlized how hard the work was that she was
supposed to complete for the next day.

When Gary came over to give her ahand, she demanded, "When am | supposed to do this? | haveto
complete four problemsfor him by tomorrow, and it'sdmost time for the next class”

"Inyour freetime," Gary replied. "And the time you have now. Look—if you get stuck, offer to help Alex
with his extra-duty chores. He'samathematica wizard." Thebell rang. "Let's go, youngling."

The next classwas in deportment, or manners as they were practiced by nobles. Alannahad learned very
early to say "Please’ and "Thank you," but she quickly redized that these were only the rudiments of
deportment. She did not know how to bow. She did not know how to address a Lord as opposed to an
Earl. She did not know which of three spoonsto usefirst at abanquet. She could not dance, and she
could not play amusical instrument. The master gave her avery large tome of etiquette to read and
ordered her to sart lap-harp studies instantly—in her freetime,

"But | haveto read the first chapter of this tonight inmy freetime!" shetold Gary and Alex, thumping the
book of etiquette. They were Sitting on abench during their morning bresk—al ten minutes of it. "And
four problemsin mathematics, and the rest of that stupid poem—"

"Ah," Gary said dreamily. "'Freetime.’ I've heard about that. Don't fool yoursdlf, Fire-Top. What with
extrahours of lessonsfor punishments, and the work you get every day, freetimeisanilluson. It'swhat
you get when you die and the gods reward you for alife spent working from dawn until midnight. Weall
face up to it sooner or later—the only real freetimeyou get hereiswhat my honored sire choosesto
giveyou, when hethinksyou have earned it."

"And he doesn't giveit to you a night,” Alex put in. "He givesit to you when you've been here awhile, on
Market Day and sometimesamorning or afternoon al to yoursdalf. But never at night. At night you study.
During the day you study. In your degp—"

The bl rang.

"| could learn to hate that bell,” Alannamuttered as she gathered up her things. The older two boys
laughed and hurried her dong to the next class.

To her surprise, thisone was different. The boys sat upright in their chairs, looking asif they were
interested in what was about to happen. The walls were hung with maps and charts. A board with severa
large, blank sheets of paper fixed to it stood before the chairs. A box containing sticks of charcoal for
drawing on the paper sat on the table besideit.

The teacher entered to friendly greetings. This man was not a priest. He was short and plump, with long
brown hair streaked with grey, and along shaggy beard. His hose bagged at the knee; histunic was as
rumpled asif he had dept init. He had atiny, ddicate nose and a smiling mouth. Alannamet the man's
large, green-brown eyes and smiled in spite of herself. He was the oddest mixture of disarray and good
nature she had ever encountered, and she liked him on sight. His namewas Sir Myles of Olau.

"Hdlo," he greeted her cheerfully. ™Y ou must be Alan of Trebond. Y oure very hardy to have madeit this
far the first day. Has anyone said what wetry to learn in here?!

Alannasaid thefirg thing that cameto her lips. "The only thing | know isthat | jump when I'mtold to and
| have no freetime.”

The boys chuckled, and Myles grinned. Alannablushed. "I'm sorry," she muttered. "'l wasn't trying to be

pert”



"It'sdl right,” Mylesreassured her. "Y our life hereis going to be difficult. Our Code of Chivary makes
harsh demands.”

"Sir Myles, are you going to start on the Code again?' Jonathan asked. "Y ou know we never agree that it
askstoo much fromus.”

"No, I'm not going to 'start on’ the Code today," Mylesreplied. "For one thing, you boyswon't agree
with me until the glamour of being knights and nobles has worn off and you can seethetoll our way of life
has taken from you. And for another, Duke Gareth has given me to understand that we are somewhat
deficient in our coverage of the Bazhir Wars and that he hopes to find us more knowledgeable when next
he sopstovist."

"Sir?' someone asked.

Myleslooked at Alannawith atwinklein hiseyes. "'l often forget—not everyoneisascholar likeme, and
| tend to use obscure language. Therefore, to trandate—Duke Gareth wants me to go over the Bazhir
Wars because he thinks | spend too much time arguing the Code of Chivary and not enough time on the
history of Tortal and the history of warfare—which iswhat | am supposed to teach you.”

Alannaleft the class thinking, something she seldom did serioudy.

"Why the frown?' Gary asked, catching up to her. "Don't you like Myles?1 do."

Startled, Alannablinked at him. "Oh, no. | liked him alot. He just seems—"

"Odd," Alex said drily. He and Gary seemed to be close friends. "The word you want is'odd.”

"Alex and Myles are dways arguing about right and wrong,” Gary explained.

"Actudly, he seemsvery wise" Alannasaid hesitantly. "Not that | know many wise people, but—"
"He'saso the Court drunk," Alex pointed out. "Come on—~before lunch is over and we haven't eaten.”
After lunch came an hour of philosophy. Alannaamost nodded off to deep as the teaching priest droned
on about duty.

At last Gary took her outside, down to the acres of practice courts and exercise yards behind the palace.
Here was the center of training for knighthood. Alannawould spend her afternoons and part of her
evenings here, going insde only when it actualy rained or snowed—and sometimes not even then. Here
she must learn jousting, fighting with wegpons such as maces, axes and gaffs, archery while stlanding and
whileriding, normd riding and trick riding. She must learn to fall, roll, tumble. Shewould get dirty, tear
muscles, bruise hersdf, break bones. If shewithstood it dl, if she was stubborn enough and strong
enough, she would someday carry aknight's shield with pride. Training was endless. Even once a knight
had his shiddd—or her shield—he till worked out in the yards. To get out of shape wasto ask for death
at the hands of astranger on alonely road. Asthe daughter of aborder lord, Alannaknew exactly how
important the fighting arts were. Every year Trebond fought off bandits. Occasiondly Scanrato the north
tried to invade through the Grimhold Mountains, and Trebond was Tortdl'sfirst line of defense.

Alanna could aready use abow and a dagger. She was a skilled tracker and a decent rider, but she
quickly learned that the men who taught the pages and squires considered her to be araw beginner.

She was araw beginner. Her afternoon began with an hour of push-ups, sit-ups, jJumps, and twisting
exercises. A knight had to be limber to turn and weave quickly.

For the next hour she wore a suit of padded cloth armor as she received her first lessons with a staff.
Before she could learn to use asword, she had to show some magtery of staff-fighting. Without the heavy
padding she would have broken something that first afternoon. Asit was, shelearned to stop ablow
aimed at her Sde, and shefdt asif she had been kicked by ahorse.

Next she learned the basic movement in hand-fighting—the fal. Shefdll, trying to dap the ground as she
hit, trying to take her weight on dl the right places and creating new bruises whenever she missed or
forgot.

The next hour saw her placing a shield on abruised and aching left arm. She was paired off with aboy
with a stout wooden stick. The purpose of this exercise was to teach her how to usethe shiedld asa
defense. If she succeeded, she stopped the oncoming blow. If she didn't, her opponent landed a smarting
rap on the part of her she had left exposed. After awhile they traded off and she wielded the stick while
her partner headed off her attack. Thisdidn't make her fed any better—since she was new to the use of
the stick, her opponent caught every strike shetried.



Fedling cheated, Alannafollowed Gary to the next yard. Archery was alittle better, but only alittle.
Because she dready knew something about archery, she was permitted to actually string the bow and
shoot it. When the master discovered she had agood eye and a better aim, he made her work on the
way she stood and the way she held her bow—for an hour.

Thelast hour of her day's studies was spent on horseback. Since Alanna had only Chubby to ride, she
was assigned one of the many extra horses kept in the roya stablesfor some of her riding. Her first
lesson wasin Stting properly, trotting the horsein acircle, bringing him to agallop, galoping without
falling off and halting the horse precisaly in front of the master. Because her horse wastoo large for her
and had ahard mouth, Alannafell off three times. The beast wasimpossiblefor her to control, and when
shetold the riding master as much, she found hersdlf ordered to report for extrastudy three nightsa
week, after the evening medl.

Alannawas staggering with weariness when the distant bell called them inside. She hurried with the others
to bathe and change into a clean uniform. By then she was so exhausted she could barely keep her eyes
open, but her day wasn't over. Gary shook her out of a snooze and took her down the banquet hall. He
stationed her beside the kitchen door.

From this post she handed plates from the kitchen servants to the pages and accepted dirty platesto
hand back into the kitchen.

She dozed off during her medl. Gary steered her to asmall library afterwards, reminding her of the
studying she had to do for the next day. He helped her with the poem, then left her on her own to dedl
with the mathematics. Alannafought her way through three of the problems before going to deep on the
desk. A servant found her and roused her just in timefor lights-out. Shefel into bed and was ingtantly
adeep.

Waking the next morning, Alannamoaned. Every musclein her body was tiff and sore. Shewas
gpeckled with large and small bruises. Stiffly she got ready for the new day, wondering if shewould live
throughiit.

It waslike the day before, only worse. The mathematics master assgned her an additiona four problems
for that day, plus three more—punishment for the problem she had left undone during her nap the night
before. The reading master informed her that since her ora report on the long poem was inadequate, she
could put alonger report in writing—for the next day. The master in deportment gave her yet another
chapter to read in etiquette and made her practice bows the whole period. The afternoon was hideous.
Because she was tiff and aching, Alanna made more mistakes than she had the day before. She found
hersdf with more extrawork.

"Faceit," Gary told her kindly. "Y ou'll never catch up. Y ou just do as much asyou can and take the
punishments without saying anything. Sometimes | wonder if that isn't what they're redlly trying to teeach
us—to take plenty and keep our mouths shut.”

Alannawasin no mood to consider thisidea. When she returned to her roomsthat night, she wastired,
nervous and upset.

"Pack your things," she ordered Coram as she marched in the door. "We're going home."

Coram looked at her. He had been sitting on his bed, cleaning his sword. "We are?'

Alannapaced theroom. "'l can't do this," shetold the manservant. "The pace will kill me. No onecan live
thisway dl thetime. | wont—"

"I never figured ye for aquitter,” Coram interrupted softly.

"I'm not quitting!" Alanna snapped. "1—I'm protesting! I'm protesting unfair trestment—and—and being
worked till | drop. | want to havetimeto mysdf. | want to learn to fight with asword now, not when
they decide. | want—"

"Yewant. Yewant. Tis something different yere learning here. It's caled 'discipline.’ The world won't
aways order itself theway ye want. Y e haveto learn discipline.”

"Thisisn't discipling! It'sinhuman! | can't livewithit, and | won't! Coram, | gave you an order! Pack your
thingd"

Coram carefully scrubbed atiny bit of dirt off hisgleaming sword. At last he put it down, carefully, on the
bed. With agroan he knelt down and reached under the bed, dragging out hisbags. "Asye say," he



replied. "But | thought I'd raised ye with somethin' to ye. | didn't think | was bringin' up another soft noble
lady—"

"I'm not asoft noblelady!” Alannacried. "But I'm not crazy, either! I'm going from sunrise to sunset and
after without a stop, and no end in sight. My free time's ajoke—I'm out of freetime before | get to the
third class of the morning. And they expect me to keep up, and they punish meif | don't. And | haveto
learn how to fall; I'm learning the stance with the bow dl over again when | wasthe best hunter at
Trebond, and if | say anything | get more work!"

Coram knelt on the floor, looking &t her "Y e knew it'd be hard when ye decided to come," he reminded
her. "No one ever told ye aknight had it easy. | didn't, for certain. | told ye ‘twas naught but hard work
every wakin' minute, and alot of extrawakin' minutesto boot. And now yere runnin' away after just two
daysof it."

"I'm not running away!"

"Asyesay, Migtress." Coram hoisted himself onto the bed with a groan, reaching for hisboots. "I'll be
packed as soon as may be."

Alannadammed into her own room. She yanked one of her bags out and stared at it. With asigh she sat
down, rubbing her head in disgust. At Trebond she could come and go as she pleased, do as sheliked.
Life here was completely different. Did that make it bad?

She wasn't sure any longer. Coram's words about "quitting” and "running away" stuck like barbs under
her skin. Shetried to tdll herself she wasn't running away, but she wasn't having much success.

At last she opened her door and looked out at Coram. "All right,” she growled. "I'll giveit aweek. No
more and no less. It had better lighten up by then.”

"Y erethe Mistress—or the Magter,” Coram replied. "But if yere goin' to go—"

"I'll make the decisons," shetold him. "Now, good night!"

It wasn't until she pulled the blankets over her that she realized Coram had put his bags back under the
bed and removed his boots. The old soldier had not done any packing at all.

| wish he didn't know me so well, shethought grumpily as she dozed off.

The one week became two weeks, the two weeks became three, and Alanna was too exhausted to think
of the long ride home. She never caught up with her work, and every day at least one master found
something not done and gave her still moreto do. Shelearned to take Gary's advice, doing as much as
she could each day and taking her punishments without complaint.

Her first night of table service came and went. She wastoo tired to be afraid during thisfirst test. She
waited on Duke Gareth, listened to hislecture on table manners, and continued to serve at the banquets.
At last she was assigned permanently to wait on Sir Myles, much to her ddight. The knight aways had
something kind to say, even if—as Alex had said—he did drink too much. Sometimes she even hel ped
him back to hisroomsif he had drunk too well. Often hewould give her asiiver penny, or aswest, and
his classes were the bright point in her morning. Myles had aknack for making history seemredl.

She and Gary quickly became friends. Gary aways had something funny to say about the master of
deportment, and he was never too busy to give her ahand, if she could bring hersalf to ask for help. She
a so discovered she could make her large friend laugh Ssmply by saying whatever cameto her mind. She
liked making someone asintelligent as Gary laugh.

Between Gary, Myles and other people in the palace, life got better. Alannacame to forget that she had
once ordered Coram to pack and take her home.

THREE months—and her eleventh birthday—passed before Alannaredized it. Thefirst break in her
new routine came one night when Timon came hunting for her.

"Hewantsto seeyou." Timon never had to say who "he" was. "Y ou'reto go to his study.”

Alanna gtraightened her tunic and tried to smooth her hair before rapping on Duke Gareth's door. Why
would the Duke want to see her? What had she done wrong?

He called for her to comein, looking up from his papers as she closed the door behind her. "Alan, come
in. I'm writing your father, reporting on your progress. Do you have any messagesfor meto send to
him?'



Shewasn't in trouble! Alannasmothered asigh of relief. Then she thought of something worse.

What if her father came out of his studious fog and actudly read Duke Gareth's letter?

I'll think of that when it happens, shetold hersdf. Would things ever get easy?

"Please say that | send my regards, sir,” shetold the Duke.

The man put down his quill pen. "My report is satisfactory. Y ou learn well and quickly. We areglad to
have you among us.”

Alannaturned pink with delight. She had never received such ahigh compliment. " Th-thank you, your
Gracel"

"Y ou may go to the City tomorrow morning asareward. In future, you may also go there with the other
pages on Market Day. Since you're new to Corus, you may have one of the older boys accompany you.
Not Alex. He hasto take an extra hour of Ethicstomorrow.”

Alannabeamed. "Y ourevery kind," she said. "Uh—could Gary—Gareth—come?"

The Duke raised an eyebrow. "Hm. He did say you are good company. It can be arranged. Be certain to
return in timefor afternoon lessons.”

"Yes, gr!" She bowed deeply. "And thank you again!™

GARY had to laugh at Alanna's wide eyes as they walked through the city's marketplace. " Close your
mouth, country boy," he teased. "Most of thisisoverpriced.”

"But there's so much of everything!" she exclamed.

"Not here. One of these dayswell ride to Port Caynn. You'll see real wondersthere." He stopped to
look a apair of riding gloves. Alannawistfully eyed the long sword that hung beside them. She would
need asword someday. How would she ever get agood one?

A large hand tapped her shoulder. Startled, she looked up into the hazel eyes of the man Coram had
caled athief just three months before.

"So—it'sthe young sprout with the purple eyes,”" the man said pleasantly. "I was wonderin' if you'd fallen
into awell." Hisvoice was rough and uneducated, but he spoke carefully. To Alannait seemed that he
thought about every word before saying it.

She grinned a him. Somehow this meeting didn't surprise her. "I've been at the palace.”

"Who'syour friend?' Gary asked, looking a Alannas acquai ntance suspicioudy.

"Allow meto introduce mysdlf, young masters.” The man bowed. "I'm George Cooper, of the lower city.
Will you take acool drink with me? Asmy guests, of course.”

"Thank you," Alannasaid quickly. "We accept."

George took them to alittle inn caled the Dancing Dove. The old man who ran it greeted him like agood
friend, hurrying to bring adefor George and lemonade for the pages. When the drinks came, Alanna
examined George as she gulped her lemonade. George said he was seventeen, athough he seemed older.
His nose was too big for good looks, but when he smiled he appeared handsome. He wore his brown
hair cut short, like other commoners. Alannafelt something powerful about him, something dmost royd.
Shedsofdtavery srong liking for him.

"Y ou shouldn't be surprised a my lookin' you up,” hetold Alanna. "Truth to tell, | like your looks. We
don't see many with eyeslike yours. Y ou bein' from the country—you don't look it now, but you did
then!'—I thought you'd like to be knowin" someone in the city.”

"Do you aways make friends on such short notice?' Gary asked sharply.

George looked at him amoment. "l trust my ingtincts, young master. In my line of work, you learn quick
to trust your ingtincts."

"What isit you do, George?' Alannawanted to know.

Georgewinked at her. "l—buy, and | sdl.”

"Youreathief,” Gary said flatly.

" Thief' isaharsh word, Master Gareth.” He looked at the big youth. "Why would you be thinkin' that |
am? Y ou've dtill got your purse, and what'sin it. Or you had better.”

Gary checked and admitted, "I still have my purse. But why do you want to make friends with us? If you



think well help you in the palace, youre wrong. Don't you know who | am?"

George met Gary's eyes, and in them saw clearly agreat intelligence. One could sense that the boy had
made enemieswith his sharp mind and sharper tongue.

George read some of this, then relaxed. "1 know well you're Gareth of Naxen, the Duke's son. | didn't
look you up for professional reasons. Truth to tell, were you not with Alan, | wouldn't have put myself in
your way. We're not fond of nobles here.” Hissmiletwisted. "But, I've the Gift. It helps me see more
clearly than most. | knew | must meet Master Alan. In fact, I've kept a close eye on him these three
months. | don'tignore my Gift whenit cdlsme.”

Gary shrugged. "I don't know much about magic, but that makes sense. Still—what can Alan do for
you? He'sjugt alittle guy." Gary grinned an gpology to Alanna, who shrugged. She was getting used to
such remarks. "And unless | miss my guess, you're the man the Lord Provost would most loveto get his
hands on."

George nodded respectfully. "Y ou're quick, Master Gary. All right, then. I'm what they call the King of
the Thieves, the Master of the Court of the Rogue. The Court of the Rogue,” he explained to Alanna, "is
al of uswho make our livin' by our wits. It'sruled by aking—me, right now. Sometimeshe'scaled just
'the Rogue.' But mastery don't last very long here. Who knows when some young buck will do for me
what | did for the King before me, just six months back? I'll need friends, when that comes.” He
shrugged. "Still, it won't happen soon. Till then, why look agift thief in the mouth?1 can beagood friend
to those who keep faith with me."

Gary looked him over, then nodded. "I like you—for al you're athief.”

Georgelaughed. "And | like you, Gary—for dl you're anoble. Friends, then?'

"Friends,” Gary said firmly. They shook hands acrossthe table.

"And you, Alan?" George asked. Alanna had been watching and thinking, none of her thoughts clear on
her smal face. With his magic, would George know her secret? Then she remembered what Maude had
taught her—having the Gift ingtantly shielded you from the magic vison of someone e se with the Gift. For
the moment George wouldn't be able to guess her secret, and even if he did, Alanna suspected a thief
wouldn't tell his own mother the time of day unless he had agood reason.

"I'd like some more lemonade,” she said, pouring her tankard full. "The Gift must be pretty useful to you.”
"It's gotten me out of more than onetight place," George admitted. "It hel ps me keep tabs on my rogues,
s0 maybe I'll |ast longer than the king before me." He drained his own tankard and set it down. "Y ou
need never worry about your pockets, or those of the friends you bring here. But be careful who you
bring. One word from them and my Lord Provost gets my head for certain.”

"WEelIl be careful,” Gary promised. "Don't worry about Alan. He keeps his mouth shut.”

George grinned. "As | can see. Few sprouts—even ones sealed to the Rogue—could listen to dl thisand
say nothing. Well, you'd best be gettin' back. If you need anything, send word through Stefan—he works
in the palace gables. Y ou'll find me here most of thetime, and if not, ask old Solom.” He jerked athumb
at theinnkeeper. "Hell fetch me quick enough.”

Alannarose. She and Gary shook handswith their new friend. "Y ou'll be seeing us, then,” she promised.
"Good day to you."

Thetwo pages strolled out into the street. The King of the Thieves watched them go, smiling.

SEVERAL weeks later Duke Gareth called Alannaout of her mathematics class. Confused, she went to
meet him.

He handed her aletter. "Can you explain this?'

Alanna scanned the much-bl otted parchment. It was from her father. The letter was short, saying only
that he trusted Thom would continue to do well.

Luckily she had her story planned. Looking up, she shrugged, her face alittle sad. "He forgets, you see. |
don't think he's ever been ableto tell my brother and I—"

“*My brother and me," the Duke corrected sternly.

"My brother and me," she repeated obediently, "gpart.” She crossed her fingers behind her back and
tried aguess. "l don't think he even let HisMgesty know when we were born.”



The Duke thought this over and nodded. "Y ou're right—he didn't. He hasn't changed.” The man sighed.
"I hope your brother does aswell asyou. If your father cannot tell you apart, at least he can be proud of
both hissons.”

Alannahung her head, hating hersdlf for having to lie to someone like Duke Gareth. "Thank you, your
Grace," she whispered.

"Y ou may go. Don't forget to write your father yourself.”

Alannabowed. "Of course, gir." Shelet hersdlf out and closed the door. In the corridor she sagged
againg thewall. With luck, now Duke Gareth would believe al such letterswere dueto Lord Alan's bad
memoary.

Shereturned to her class, dtill feeling wobbly. There were real advantagesto having afather who didn't
carewhat shedid.

But if the advantages were so wonderful, why did shefed like crying?

3:Rdon

ALANNA had not forgotten Ralon of Malven, and he had not forgotten her. Usuadly they didn't mest,
snce he was beginning histraining as asquire while Alannawas training as a page. When they did mest,
Raon madeit clear they were enemies. He was smply awaiting his chanceto get her.

On summer afternoons squires and pages dike ended ther lessons with swvimming aswell asriding. They
returned to the pal ace one such afternoon later than usual. Most of the boys hurried to their roomsto
wash up. Alannawas wiping down her pony when she heard athud. Ralon stood outside Chubby's Sdll.
His saddle and bridle lay on the ground.

"Curry my horse and hang these up," he ordered. "I'm going in."

Alannagtared & him. "Y ou'rejoking."

Ralon shoved her into Chubby. "1 said do it."

Before she could recover her breath, he was gone. She stared after him, clenching and unclenching her
fists. Shewanted to kill him!

"Areyegoin't' doit?'

Alannalooked up, startled. George's man, the hostler Stefan, swung down from the hayloft above. He
was a short, blond youth with pale eyes and reddish skin. Animalsloved him, and he was more
comfortable with horses than with people, but he seemed to like Alannaand her friendswell enough.

It took her amoment to make her voice work. "What?*

"Areyegoin't' clean up after yon?' Stefan spat, hitting Chubby's manger squarely.

Alannalooked at the saddle and drew a breath. Now that she had to take a stand, shewasjust as
scared as shewas angry. "No. | can't. | won't."

Stefan shrugged. "I'll havet' tdll his Grace, y'’know," he reminded her. "It'sorders. Th' lads must look
after they own beasts. His Grace must know if they don't.”

Alanna hesitated. Ralon would murder her. But—if she knuckled under, Ralon would do thisal thetime.
"Tdl," shesad gruffly, going back to work on Chubby. "It's not my problem.”

"Think onit," Stefan advised, worry on hisround face. "That Rdon won't likebein'in trouble wiv his
Grace"

Alannalooked up from her pony, her eyesflat violet. "That's Ralon's lookout, isn't it?" she asked softly.
She finished combing Chubby and lft.

Stefan shook hishead. Th' lad's got guts, he thought. Not much sense, but guts.

By bedtime that night the word was out: Ralon had to spend his nights for amonth working in the stables.
Jonathan's friends had trouble hiding their glee.

"Serveshimright,” Francisremarked. They were Stting in Gary'sroom before lights-out. "He just |eft his
tack on the ground. His horse was covered with swesat. That's no way to treat agood horse.”

"I wonder how he thought he could get away with it?" Alex murmured.

"He probably tried to make some little guy do it," Raoul said with contempt. "Isn't that his usua ?*
Alannahad been permitted to join them. Now she turned red and looked down at the lacings on her
shoes.



Gary saw the blush. "Alan—you were the last onein this afternoon. Do you know about this?!
Alannadidn't gpprove of lying, but in apinch alie was sometimes better than the truth. "No."

Raoul grinned. "'I'd like to see him mess with our Alan. I'd pound him to apulp.” Alannahad becomea
favorite with Raoul, and he didn't care who knew it.

Alannamade aface. "'l do my own fighting, thanks."

"Raoul just wants an excuse," Jonathan explained. "He likes hitting Raon.”

"Ralon didn't make anyone else put histack away?' Alex wanted to know. "Y ou didn't see anything
strange?”

Alannadidn't look up. "No." It wasn't strange, she excused her lie mentally. Ralon does things like
that all the time.

The servants arrived, sending the boys off to bed. Jonathan returned to his room, frowning thoughtfully.
Trouble was brewing between Ralon and the boy Alan, but there didn't seem to be anything he could do
to stopit.

His punishment didn't keep him from the afternoon rides, so Ralon was with the boys at the swimming
hole the next day. The weather was hot and damp. Most of the boys stripped down to their loincloths
and leaped into the pool. Alanna sat under ashady tree, looking wistfully at her friends. She would have
loved to join them.

Raon planted himsdlf in front of her. "Too good for us, Master Alan? Afraid to get in the same water
with us?'

Alannalooked up. The others were suddenly quiet.

"Leave medone," she snapped.

“‘Leavemedone’* hemocked, swinging his hips. "Too good to swim with us, Alan the Snot?'

"I don't fed like swvimming." The others were watching her, wondering if she wasacoward. He'll kill me,
shethought. I'mjust a girl, and he'll kill me.

Raon grabbed her arm. "Into the water, page,” he gritted. "Well have somefun.”

Alannarammed hersdlf into Ralon's somach. The older boy yelped as he tumbled into the poal, hitting
the water with a painful smack.

"Why, Ralon," cried Raoul. "Let me hdp you up!" Seizing one of Ralon'sflailing arms, the bigger youth
yanhked Ralon'slegs from under him. Ralon sank to the bottom with Raoul on top of him. He struggled
franticaly, but Raoul wasimpaossible to budge. When Raon finally surfaced, he was half-blind and
three-quarters drowned. He glared at the wickedly grinning Raoul.

"Maven!" Alannashouted. She was standing, her fiststight againgt her sides. "I don't like to swim. Don't
try to get mein thewater again! And don't order me around, either! The next timeyou try it, I'll break
your face! D'you hear me?"

Jonathan put ahand on Ralon's shoulder. "Y ou heard Alan,” the Prince whispered. "Don't forget.” He
shoved Raon under the water again.

Alannareturned to her seat. Ralon wouldn't forget this, but there was no sense in worrying about trouble
until it happened.

That evening she was serving Sir Myles when Ralon passed her. Under the noise of serving he
whispered, "Part payment, snot,”" and pinched her vicioudly.

Alannadropped the plate she was holding, biting back ayell of pain. She cleaned up the mess, blinking
away tears of rage, knowing shewould catch it later from Duke Gareth.

"Everyonedips," Mylestold her kindly. "Uh—Alan—I fed alittletired. Would you be so good asto
escort meto my chambers after the King rises?!

She nodded, puzzled. Myles had been drinking lightly this evening. Unless he was drunk, he never asked
her towalk him to hisrooms.

As she suspected, Myles didn't need assistance. Once at his rooms, however, he stopped her as she
turned to go. "A moment, Alan, if you please.”

Alannatook the seat he pointed to, wondering what he wanted.

Theknight lit abranch of candlesand put it on the table between her chair and his. He poured himself a
glass of brandy, nodding to abowl of fruit. "Help yoursdlf. I'll try not to keep you from your dinner too



long."

"Thank you, gr." Alannatook an orange and began pedingiit.

"Y oung Ralon ispicking on you, isn't he?'

Alannafroze. "1 don't know what you mean, gr."

"Don't be coy, Alan."

g7

"Don't hide something we're both aware of. | see much of what goes on here. It's one reason | drink so
much. And | see Raon bullying you when you're done or with the younger boys."

Alannashrugged. "I'm not acrybaby or atelltae.”

"Do you think you'l lose the other boys respect if you say anything? Prince Jonathan would bethefirst to
takeyour sde.”

Alannafet very uncomfortable. "I have to handle thismysdf.”

Myles shook his head. "What are you trying to prove?' he asked. She refused to answer. He went on
bitterly, "I truly love our Code of Chivary. We are taught that noblemen must take everything and say
nothing. Noblemen must stand alone. Well, were men, and men aren't born to stand alone.”
"Noblesare,” Alannareplied. "Or they haveto. Isn't that the same thing?”

Myles shook hishead. "No, it isnt." Hesghed. "Y oull haveto fight him intheend.”

"l know, gr."

"Alan, he'stdler and heavier than you! Hell kill you!"

Alannaput her orange asde. "Then | fight him till heletsmeaoneor till 1 get big enough to beet him. |
can't let himwalk al over me, Sr Mylesl When you're—" She stopped, horrified. She had dmost
admitted shewasagirl! Sherushed on. "When you'elittle, like me, you ether quit and get picked on dl
thetime, or you stick it out. | haveto stick it out.”

Myles made aface. "Run aong to your supper.” She got up to go. "Alan.”

"G

"If you haveto hit—hit low."

Shegrinned and bowed. "Thanks, Sir Myles. I'll keep that in mind."

TROUBLE camethe next day, in the stables. Alanna was there grooming Chubby; the others were gone.
She was dreaming of the horse she would someday own when she heard the stable door cresk.

An ugly sneer twisted Ralon's face. "'l suppose you think our talk yesterday wasthe last one.”
Alannawas shaking with nervous energy. "No, "she said flatly.

Ralon swaggered around her, eyeing her stocky form. ™Y ou're too big for your breeches. Y ou aren't so
much when you don't have Raoul or Gary to hide behind, are you?"

She clenched her fists. "'l don't hide behind anyone,” sheretorted. "And | don't have to pick on someone
littler'n meto prove what aman | am, either!”

He grabbed her shoulders, shaking her hard. "'l won't take that from you, dunghill trash!™

Shehit low and hard. Ralon doubled over, clutching hislower belly. She waited, legs braced, fistsready.
"Takeit back. Or I'll stuff your mouth with dung—since you likeit so much!™

MERCIFULLY no one saw her when she returned. Alanna closed her door and bolted it, keeping her
head down. Coram had her bath waiting.

"Mother of Darkness," he whispered when he saw her. "What happened?’

She glanced at the mirror. Her uniform was abloody, dirty mess. "I fell down."

Coram forced her to look up at him. She flinched as he wiped her face with awet cloth. His callused
handswere surprisingly gentle. "It'slyin’' yeare. Yewerein afight.”

"l said | fell down." She gasped as he touched her eye.

"Ah. The ground bloodied yer nose, split yer lip and punched yeinth' eye, dl to once. Would ye prefer
to say 'twas yer pony? Th' others didn't say ye were hurt, so ye must've—falen—in th' stables.”

"I don't want to talk about it," she said coldly.

Hegrinned. "I'm off tfetch some raw mest for yer eyewhereth’ ground hit ye. I'll tell th' lads yereill." He



clapped her on the shoulder and added gruffly, "Y ereaplucky lass. I'm proud of ye. And | think it'stime
| gaveyeabit of help.”

Shelay down after he left. Tearsforced themsalves from her eyes. Thiswouldn't have happened to a
real boy.

Someone tapped on the door. "Alan? It's Raoul. Coram says you're sick. What's wrong?"

“Nothing."

"Canwecomein?'

"No! Go away!"

"Alan—it's Alex. What's the matter?'

"Theres nothing the matter!" sheyedled. "Just leave me done!™

Brief slence

"Alan. Open the door." Thiswasthe Prince, and he was giving an order.

Slowly she obeyed. It was nearly dark—maybe they wouldn't notice.

All her friends were standing outside. Shelooked at thefloor. "I—I'm sorry | yelled. It'sjust the hest, |
guess—"

"Look at me," Jonathan commanded.

That she would not do. He put cool fingers beneath her chin and lifted her face. She gave him look for
look with her good eye, ignoring the gasps and murmurs of pity.

"What happened?’ the Prince asked findly.

"| fell down, Highness. In the stables." Now they al knew what aweakling shewas.

Jonathan let her go. "I'll make your excusesto Uncle Gareth. Well bring you something to eet later.”
"Thank you," shewhispered. "I'm not hungry.”

"Here, lads—what's this?" Coram was returning with adice of raw mest. "Alan had abit of an accident,
that'sall. Ye'd best be gettin' to th' tables—his Majesty's about to start.”

The others hurried away. Jonathan hesitated. "I'll be back," he told Coram.

The man bowed. "Very good, yer Highness."

THAT night the pages ate in silence. After dinner Jonathan and his friends went to Gary's rooms.

"It was Raon!" Raoul burst out when they were done.

"Hedidn't like what happened yesterday,” Francis pointed out.

"It'stimewe dedt with him," Alex added in his soft voice. "Heforgets his place.”

"I'll teachit to him," Raoul growled.

"He forgot the lesson you taught him yesterday,” Gary reminded him.

Raoul smiled coldly. "ThistimeI'll make sure he knows what the lesson's about.”

"Y ou're forgetting something." They al looked a Jonathan. "Alan won't admit Ralon hit him. Hewantsto
fight Rdon himsdf."

"He can't," Raoul protested. "He'sjust alittle guy. And he doesn't know how to fight!"

"He'sgot courage,” Alex said.

"Courage!" Raoul bellowed. "That coward dmost kills himand—"

"Hush!" Jonathan ordered. "Listen. We must be sure. Gary—see if anyone at the stables knows what
happened. Perhaps Alan will tell me something. And remember—we haveto do it hisway. Hed be
ashamed if hethought we werefighting his battles.

The others nodded agreement, and the group split up.

HOW do you fed ?" the Prince asked. Alanna struggled to sit up. "Miserable, Highness," she admitted.
"Poor little man. He really whipped you, didn't he?’

"Nobody whipped me. | fell."

Hegrinned. "Deny it dl you want. We both know you had afight with Ralon and you logt.”

She stuck her chin out stubbornly. "I fell. Y our Highness."

Jonathan patted her shoulder. ™Y ou're pluck to the backbone, young Trebond. Get some deep.”



GARY found Stefan immediately. The hostler nodded as the young nobleman climbed into his hayloft. "
thought perhaps one o' ye would be comin’ around. What lieis Magter Alan tellin'?”

Gary made aface. "He says hefell down."

Stefan gpat. "Oh, aye, he fell. O'course, Master Ralon helped him fal, severa times. Poor li'l tyke didn't
have achance." He chuckled. "But he got Master Maven agood 'uninth’ nutst' sart.”

"Why didn't you stop them?' Gary wanted to know.

Stefan shook hishead. "It'sth' rules—we don't messin th' nobles fights. But I'll say this—if Ralon ever
comes back from th' City wiv afull purse, Georgell have al our ears. George likes Master Alan.”

"L et George do what hewants." Then Gary frowned. "What do you mean, helll have your ears?"
Stefan's eyes were calm. "George has acollection. One dip an' he warnsye. Two, an' he takes an
ear—fer his collection. Three mistakes—" Stefan shrugged. "He takest'other ear an' dl that's attached.
Georgelikesthings doneright.”

THE next afternoon Raoul beat Ralon thoroughly. Ralon broke the code and informed Duke Gareth.
From then on Jonathan's friends |eft any room Ralon entered. Raoul waiched Ralon dl thetime, just
waiting for his chance.

Raon couldn't take revenge on Raoul, or Gary, or the Prince. Instead he found an easier victim.

"You told your friendd" he hissed when he caught Alannain the library done one day. He blacked her
other eye and split her lip again. Four dayslater he caught her once more. Thistime Alannaused afew
tricks Coram had taught her. She bloodied Ralon's nose.

Raon broke her arm.

Each tak she had with Duke Gareth was worse than the last one. Once again she faced him, thistime
withonearminading.

"| fell down, your Grace," she said, her face straight.

"Mithros, boy—can't you think of a better excuse?'

She scuffed afoot. "This one works so well, Sir. It—it has tradition behind it."

Gareth scowled at her. "It certainly does. I've heard it from every page who's been fighting that | ever
trained—with afew exceptions.”

"Well, gr, you don't believe me and | know you don't believe me, but prideis satisfied al around. Y our
Grace."

The Duke had to hide asmile. "Y ou are pert, Alan of Trebond. An extrahour of mathematics for you for
the next five weeks. Y ou may go."

Alannawas opening the door when he added, "I wish you would thrash him. He deservesit.”
Shelooked back at him. "'l will oneday, Sr. I'm getting tired of falling down."

While Alannatalked to Duke Gareth, Stefan came to the practice courtsin search of the master who was
teaching the boys hand-to-hand combat. After Stefan lured the teacher away, Jonathan's friends
surrounded Ralon. He saw Raoul adjusting the padded gloves on his big hands and began to swest.
Jonathan spoke, hisvoiceicy. "Y ou were warned, Maven. Y ou are no gentleman. Y ou are adog, and
you shall be thrashed like one."

Gary held Ralon. Raoul administered the beeting, hisface impossible to read. When the boys teacher
returned from his wild-goose chase, he found his students practicing wrestling. Ralon, they said, was Sick
and had goneto hisroom.

After that Ralon kept to smdll bits of nastiness, knowing Alannawould never complain to anyone. If she
had gone swimming, the others would have seen the many bruises on her thin body. Asit was, shesad
nothing and continued to study with Coram. She lived with Ralon's tormenting and spent her freetime
wrestling and boxing. Shefell adegp the moment she rolled into bed, only to rise at dawn to practice
some more. She was determined to beat Ralon—it would mean she had finally earned her place among
the boys. It would mean that she could do anything larger and stronger males could.

Her splinted arm turned into an advantage. Normally she was right-handed. Now Alanna had to depend
on her left hand for everything, and her |eft hand was the one shefirst learned to redly fight with. She



quickly saw that she could be twice as effective using both hands, and worked as hard as she could to
develop her ill.

In mid-October the palace heders removed the splint. If they were surprised that her arm had healed so
quickly, they said nothing. Impatient to get Ralon, Alannahad used her Gift to help mend her broken
bone.

In bed the night the splint was taken off, she waited to hear Coram's snores before getting up. Quickly
she put on dark clothes and picked up her boots. She crept through Coram's room, trying not to make a
sound.

When she got to the door, Coram sighed, " Now what are ye up to?"

Alannafroze. "Go back to deep.” "Where are ye goin'?* She could see him gtting up in thedim light from
the window.

"If Duke Gareth asks, you won't be lying when you say you don't know," she pointed ouit.

Coram made aresigned noise. "Lass—it'srestriction to the palace if y€'re caught.”

"l know."

"All right, then. | won't bolt the door.” He lay back down and immediately went back to deep. It was
easy to dip out of the palace and onto the road to the city. Alanna set off a ajog-trot, wishing she was
riding Chubby. Still, she knew she couldn't have ridden out of the pal ace without being spotted.

The Dancing Dove was bustling. She could barely see through the smoke-filled air, and the noise of the
thieves and their ladies having fun was deafening. For amoment she wanted to turn and run, but Ralon
was waiting back at home. Better to face George's friends—who were honest villains—than Raon the
sneak. But how was she to find George in this mess?

A tal, chesty redhead stopped and looked Alannaover. Planting her hands firmly on her hips, the
redhead drawled, "A bit young for this place, aren't you, sonny?"

Her husky voice was teasing, but there was kindnessin the lady'slarge brown eyes. "I'm looking for
George," Alannareplied. "He said | could find him here.”

The woman made aface. "He did? That soundslike him, tellin’ abit of aboy t' comet' this place at
night."

"I don't think he expected meto comeat night,” Alannasaid, dwaysfair.

"Hmph. Wait," the woman ordered. She vanished into the crowded room, to return within minutes.
"Come on, then—and have an eyet' your purse.”

"I didn't bring one," Alannayelled above the din as she followed the redhead.

"Here you be." The woman shoved Alannainto a clear space before thefire. A table had been set beside
the hearth and George st at its head. Gathered around him were men and women who eyed Alanna
curioudy.

George had an odd expresson in his eyes as he looked her over. Finaly he spoke. "Alan, thisis Rispah,
the Queen of the ladieswho follow the Rogue. Alan's afriend of mine—from the country.”

Rispah gave acrooked grin. "I'm sure he is" Raising her voice, she cdled, "Solom, you old doddard,
bring lemonade for the boy. Can't you see he's parched?' Shelooked at Alanna. "Unless you want
somethin' stronger, youngling?”

Alannaturned bright red. "No, thank you." Rispah went back to her friends. Alannaremained standing.
Why was George looking at her so Strangely?

Atlast theman sad, "I hear you're havin' trouble with the Maven.”

"That'soneway of putting it,” she agreed. / shouldn't have come, shethought.

Solom appeared with atankard of lemonade. "Welcome back, Magter Alan,” he smiled. "'l seeyer am
be heded."

"Good as new. Thanks, Solom." She accepted the tankard and looked at George. "May 17"

"Yes, of course. Sit down." Alanna clenched one hand behind her back. Here came the hard part.
"Actualy—can we go talk done?’

She drew a deep breath. Asking for thingswas not easy. "|—I need afavor.”

George stood, grim-faced. "WEII go to my chambers." He put an arm around her shoulders and added,
"Solom, we're not to be disturbed.”



The innkeeper nodded. "Asye say, Mgesty."

George climbed anarrow staircase leading upstairs, Alannafollowing. "They cal you 'Mgesty'?" she
asked, shocked.

"Why not? I'm king here—more king than the man who sits atop the big hill. My people wouldn't give
him aword in passing, but they follow my dightest wish."

"l suppose,” she said doubtfully.

George unlocked a sturdy door. "Y ou're careless, young Alan, but you're polite.” He inspected each
corner of histwo rooms before waving her insde. "Sit." Helit abranch of candlesfrom thetorchin the
hall before closing the door. Alannalooked around at the plain wood furniture, noting how neat and clean
the room was. She aso noted that the candlestick George placed on the table was silver, while the frame
on themirror hanging on his bedroom door was wrought gold.

Thethief settled hislength into one of the chairs by the table while Alannatook another. "Why am |
careless?' she wanted to know. "I made sure no one saw me leave the paace.

Thefunny look was still in George's eyes. "Hmph." He did not sound convinced. "A favor, you say.
What'sit to be? A throat-cutting? Some of my bully boys taking Ralon into an dley for achat?'
Alannastood, shoving her chair from the table so hard that it fell over. "If that'swhat you think | want,
I'm off," she snapped. "1—I thought—" She bit atrembling lip. How could he think she would make
such adisgraceful request?

"Easy, lad. Here." George picked up the chair and pressed her back into it. "I migudged you. Forgive
me. I've known many nobles who take advantage. How was | to know you aren't one of them?"
Alannafrowned, puzzled. "What d'you mean, 'nobles who take advantage'?'

George sghed and sat down. "I've known nobles who thought | should be grateful for their
friendship—grateful enough to do them dl sorts of favors. They wanted a kept thief, not afriend. |
thought at first that's what you came for. Now | seeyou're here asafriend, askin' afriend'shelp. Itisn'ta
beatin' for Raon that you want? It's abeatin' he needs.”

"That'swhat | want," she said grimly, "but | want to be the one to beat him."

"Better and better. Why come to me, then?”

She stared at her hands. " Coram's been teaching me boxing and wrestling, but Ralon aready knows
those things. He'sa squire. | hoped you might know some hand-fighting they don't teach us at the
palace.”

George thought about this. "Haven't they a Shang master up there? The Shangs know more tricks than
anyone can hope to learn—unless you started as young as they do."

Alannashook her head. "The last Shang master |eft afew days after | arrived. Sir Myles saysthey dontt
liketo settle down."

George nodded. "He's right. They wander from the day they leave Shang till the day they die. Peculiar
folk, Shang warriors. So." He leaned back, watching her. "Why d'you think | can teach you better than a
man who cut his eyeteeth on asword?’

"But that'sit. Coram isaswordsman. | bet you win your fights bare-handed, or with aknife.”

George grinned. "Y ou'reright at that." He stood, removing hisvest and boots. "Take off your cloak, then,
and the shoes. Y our first lesson starts now.”

FOR weeks Alannaworked with Coram and George. She began to surprise her masters with her ability
to keep going when bigger boys were exhausted. Alanna's silence bothered Ralon, but he never realized
what she planned for him. He continued to pester her when he got the chance; and when achance didn't
turn up, he made his opportunities. Alanna said nothing. She knew the older boys suspected the feud was
dtill going on, but thiswas her fight. She would show everyone—including that part of her that was
always wondering—that she was as good as any boy in the palace.

Shortly before Midwinter Festival, in December, Alannawas relaxing with George after alesson. The
thief pushed atankard of deat her. "Drink up,” he ordered. "Are you waitin' till you're aman grown
before you give Maven what's comin' to him?"

Until now George had never let her have anything but lemonade. "Y ou think I'm ready?’ sheasked ina



very smdl voice.

"Tisnot my opinion that matters. The only way you'll winisif you think you're ready."

She saw what he meant. Smiling grimly, sheraised her tankard to him and drank the ale down.

The next day al the boys were exercising in theindoor practice courts. Alannawatched Ralon all
afternoon as she waited for her chance. She was scared: her face felt hot, her hands shook. If shefailed,
she would leave Court. She couldn't be aknight if Ralon continued to beat on her. And today was her
day. She had never felt so strong and so prepared.

Theteachers|eft. Ralon wasin acorner, punching astraw dummy. Alannadrew adeep breath and
walked out into the center of the floor.

She announced clearly, "Raon of Maven has beggars and thieves for ancestors.” Excuse me, George,
she added slently. "He'sthe son of alizard and ademon. He has al the honor of aweasel. He can't even
fight in the open like aman and anoble. He picks his fightsin back halls—so no one can see him cheat."
The boys were open-mouthed with surprise. Suddenly Gary beat on Jonathan's shoulder, grinning
savagdy. "l knew it!" hewhispered. "I knew hed doiit!"

Raon was staring at Alanna, gasping for words. "What did you say?" hefindly squesked.

"Liar. Sneak. Coward. Bully." Shethrew thewords at him. ™Y ou disgrace your name. D'you want meto
write it down for you? Oh—I forgot. Y ou can't read, either.”

"Shut up!" Raon screamed, hiseyesbulging. "You pig! Y ou wouldn't be so braveif your friends weren't
hereto do your fighting—"

"I fight my own battles!" she snapped. "I want satisfaction for dl I've taken from you. They're my
witnesses."

Ralon looked at the others. "They won't step in, no matter what?' he asked dyly.

"They won't. | swear on my honor as agentleman. Y ou'd better swear by something else, though. Y ou
don't have any honor." She dapped himwith al her strength and ducked.

Raon swung at her, missed, and Alanna came up under his swing to raminto his chest. He yelped and
grabbed her hair. She punched him twice in the ssomach, hard, ignoring the pain as some hair came out of
her scalp. Ralon seized her throat, choking her. She shoved her thumb into his eye, ssamping hard on one
of hisfeet a the sametime. Ralon screamed in pain, bresking away. They circled each other carefully.
Now Raon knew something had changed since the last time they had fought. He was swegting heavily as
he charged.

Alannalunged forward, thrusting her hip between Ralon'slegs. He sumbled. She helped him fall by
throwing him over her hip. Quickly she knelt on his back, knowing better than to let him up. Twisting his
arm up behind him, with one hand, she used her other hand to pull his head up by the hair.

"Give up?' she panted. Ralon, gasping, nodded. She stood up, and he legped at her, landing awild punch
on her cheek. Thanksto the dishonorable George, Alannawas ready for this. She dammed afist up and
under, into his scomach again, knocking the breath from his body. Swiftly she broke his nose with the
other hand. Ralon collgpsed, crying likeasmdl child.

Alanna stood back, heaving as she fought for bresth. She wiped swest from her eyes. "Never touch me
again. If you do, | swvear—I swear by Mithros and the Goddess—I'll kill you." Ralon lay there, il
crying.

Alannaturned to her friends. "Let'sgo wash." Ralon caled out, "Alan of Trebond!" Alannaturned back
to look. Her enemy was on hisfeet. He was a bloody mess with crazy eyes. "I'll make you pay for this!"
he screamed. " Just wait—I'll make you sorry!"

Raoul clapped Alannaon the shoulder. "Comeon,”" he said. "It's getting windy in here."

MY LESfound her donein her room, sitting in the dark. ™Y ou werentt at dinner tonight,” the knight
commented. Alannablinked at him with surprise as helit acandle. "Raon of Maven has|eft Court,"
Myleswent on, Sitting in her only chair. "Y our servant Coram is bragging to hisfellow Guardsmen that he
knew you could do it al aong. The other boyswant to cel ebrate—they think you're ahero. Isn't that
what you wanted?'

She splashed cold water on her face. "Isit? 1 don't know." She rubbed her face dry and looked at him. "



threw up after,” she confessed. "I hate mysdlf. | just knew more than Ralon did. And he alwaysloses his
temper when he fights—I took advantage of that. I'm as bad as he was."

"I doubt Ralon ever threw up after he beat someone smdler and younger than hewas."
Alannafrowned. "Y ou think 07"

"I'm sure of it." Mylesnodded. "Alan, therewill come atime when you, aknight, will haveto fight
someone less well-trained than you. It can't be helped, and it doesn't make you abully. It just meansyou
learnto use your skillswisdy."

Alannathought about this. At last she sighed and shook her head. It was too much just then.
Mylesruffled her hair. " So now you've proved youre awarrior to the whole palace. Surely you want to
celebrate.”

Alannamade aface. No matter what Myles said, she had used fancy tricksto beat Ralon, that wasall.
Shewas till agirl masquerading as aboy, and sometimes she doubted that she would ever believe
hersdlf to be as good as the supidest, clumsiest mae.

The door opened. "Sir Myles. Y ou beat me here.” It was Prince Jonathan. "How's Alan?"

Myles stood. "1 think he'stired. Alan, I'm going, but | wish you'd think about what | said.”

"l dwaysthink about the thingsyou tel me" she admitted. She gave him her hand. "Thanks, Sir Myles.”
The knight bowed to Jonathan and left. The Prince looked at Alanna. "What was that about?”
Alannashrugged. "'l think we were talking about what makesabully.”

"A bully fights people littler and wesker than heis because hethinksit'sfun,” Jonathan said flatly. "Did
you enjoy fighting Ralon? Well forget for now he's older than you and asquire.”

"When we were actudly fighting—maybe," shereplied dowly. "After—no."

"Y ou won't find anyone smdler than you are, so you can't beat on them,” the older boy said practicaly.
"And after today were al going to think twice about whether you're the weakest. L ook, young
Trebond—wheat did you think studying to be a knight was about?'

Suddenly Alannafdt much better. "Thanks, Highness." Shegrinned. "Thanksalot.”

He put ahand on her shoulder. "Y ou may have noticed my friends call me Jonathan, or Jon."
Alannalooked up at him, not sure what was going on. "And am | your friend, Highness?'

"l do believeyou are," hetold her quietly. "I'd like you to be." He offered her his hand.

Shetook it. "Then | an—Jonathan.”

4: Degth inthe Palace

DUKE Gareth'slecture the day after Alannafought Ralon was long and impressive. He spoke to her
about the duty one noble owes another noble, about keeping the peace on pa ace grounds and about
people who became bullies. Heinformed her that fighting with the hands was an undignified pastime
taken up by commoners, or an art practiced by Shang warriors—and that she was neither a commoner
nor a Shang warrior. She had to make aformal, written apology to Ralon's father, and she was restricted
to the palace for two months.

Alannastood at attention, listening. She loved the way the Duke talked. She knew he was pleased that
she had beaten Raon, not angry. She aso knew he could never tell her so, because she had broken the
rules, and that she had to take her punishment without complaint, because she had known the ruleswhen
she broke them. Alannas world was governed by rules, with arule to cover every stuation. Fighting a
fellow noble in the paace was breaking the rules, and Gareth had to teach her that. Y et therules
governing what anoble could take in the way of insults said that Alanna had to fight Ralon, and Duke
Gareth was proud of her because she had protected her honor as anoble. Once you know the rules,
shethought as she listened to the Duke with one ear, lifeis pretty ssimple. | don't get mad at Duke
Gareth because | know he hasto obey therulesjust as| do, and | know heisn't truly angry with
me anyway. Maybe our Code of Chivalry isn't such a bad thing.

On the second day of the eight-day-long Midwinter Festival, King Roald made Gary, Alex, Raoul, and
severa of the other fourteen-year-old pagesinto squires. Each squire was placed in aknight's service.
They ill waited on table, but afterward they took their medlsin the squirés hall. If they were needed,
they also served the nobles during the evening parties, when the pages were dismissed. Alannahelped



her friends move to their new quarters—rooms connected to those of the knights they now served—and
wondered how big a change thiswould bring to her life.

Things changed, and they didn't change. The squiresjoined Alannaand Jonathan in whét little freetime
they had, but Alanna missed them during the classes she had with the other pages. There was no more
Gary to make wicked jokesin Deportment, and no more Alex to explain the snarls of mathematics.
Then one night Jonathan came by her room with hisbook on battle histories. Hed gladly help her with
mathematics, he explained with agrin, if she'd show him how the battles that were so dull in the book
were fought. Hed noticed in class that her way of explaining them made them seem red and interesting.
Alannawas more than happy to accept her new friend's offer. Many evenings after that they could be
found in each other'srooms, their heads bent over amap or a piece of paper.

THE Sweating Fever struck in March without warning. It spared no one: peoplein the city, paace
servants, priests, even the Queen. Duke Gareth was next, and the Lord Provost. Sir Myles stayed
hedlthy. "There's so much winein methat | don't have room for any sickness," hetold Alanna. "So now
will you stop tdlling me not to drink any more?"

Alannahersaf wasfine. She was working harder than she ever had before; each time another servant got
sck, her choresincreased. There were no classes, most of her teachers had the sickness. Instead Alanna
made beds, washed dishes, cleaned the stables. She had been taught from birth that no job wastoo dirty
for atrue noble. Now the theory was put into practice.

The pages and squires—the youngest, healthiest people in the palace and the city—were the last to fall ll.
It was then that the Dark God came to the palace to take his pick of fever victims. In the city, where the
sickness had started, so many had died that the Dark God's priests took the dead away in cartloads.
Within aweek, the God of Death had claimed three pages, five squires, and the Lord Chamberlain.
Raoul wasthefirst of Alanna's close friendsto get sick. When Alanna stopped for avisit, he grinned
weekly at her.

"| fed sllly, lying in bed when | should beworking," he confessed. He shivered benegth his heavy
blankets. "How are you? And how's old Coram?"

"We're both fine." Shetucked the covers more firmly around him.

"And Jon?'

"Not even asniffle. He stays alot with the King."

"I don't blame him. Mithroswilling, the Queen will get well." Helet Alannawipe his sweeting face before
giving her ashove. "Get out of here, before you catch it.”

Alannafound then that she couldn't deep because she couldn't forget Maude's warning to use her Gift for
heding. She knew the gods punished people for ignoring magica abilities. Y et the thought of using
sorcery gave her the shakes. She and Thom each had more magic than anyone she had ever known, and
sheknew if she used her magic and lost control of it, she would destroy herself and anyone who was
nearby. Thom liked that sort of power—she didn't. She was never sure of her control over her Gift.
Gary, Francisand Alex got the fever within two days of each other. Francis was the sickest, ddlirious by
the end of thefirst day. The palace hedlers could do nothing. Alannaoverheard one of them saying that
those stricken so badly the first day usualy died. And there were more frightening stories—stories that
the Sweating Sickness was caused by sorcery, thet it drained the hedlers of their healing magic until they
were too weak to help anyone.

Alannahad just fallen adeep one night when Coram woke her. His news was bad—Francis had just
passed into the hands of the Dark God.

Alanna hurried down to the chapel dedicated to the god of death. Jonathan was aready there, waiting
with hisfriend's body. Alannakndt in the back, not wanting to disturb the Prince. She shook as she
looked at Francislying on the dtar. He might till be diveif she had done something.

Alannawas ashamed of hersdif.

Sir Mylesknelt beside her. His hair and beard were mussed from deep. "I'm sorry, Alan,” he murmured.
"I know you and Franciswerefriends."

Alannalooked at the knight. He was her friend and he was an adult—he would understand moral



questions. And shetrusted his opinion.

"Can | talk with you amoment?' she whispered. "Outside?’

They left quietly. Myles settled onto abench just outside the chapel door. "What's on your mind?' he
asked, motioning for her to take a seat.

Alannaremained standing. " Sir—if a person has power—something that can be used for good or evil,
ether way—should they useit?'

Helooked at her shrewdly. "A power such as magic?'

Alannascuffed afoot againg the floor. "Well—yes. The Gift."

Myles frowned. "It depends on the person, Alan. The Gift issmply an ability. Not dl of ushaveit, just as
not al of usare quick-witted or have good reflexes. Magic isn't good or evil by itself. | believeyou
should only use it when you are absolutely certain your causeisjust. Doesthat help?”

Alannatugged her ear thoughtfully. "Y ou couldn't give a person ayes or ano, could you?'

Myles shook his head. "Not in this case. Mord issuesrarely have yes or no answers.”

The door opened, and Jonathan came out. "Alan?' he asked softly. He was very pale, and his eyeswere
bright with held-back tears.

"Thanks, Sir Myles," Alannasaid. She went to her friend.

They buried Francisthe next day. Raoul and Gary, findly getting better, came. The hedler attending Alex
was ableto tell Alannathat he, too, was hedling. Jonathan was at the funeral with hisfather. They
disappeared afterwards, and Alanna hurried back to her chores. She struggled with her thoughts,
wondering if she should go to the hedlers and offer to help. She couldn't do anything for Francis now, but
there were others.

Thefever itself made the decision for her. Coram and Timon found her washing dishesin the kitchensthe
next morning.

"Alan," Timon cdled.

She looked up from atubful of pots, frowning.

Coram'svoice was gentle. "Th' Princetook sick last night. Hes callin' for ye."

Alanna put down her dishcloth. Her throat wastight with fear. "How ishe?"

"Bad,” Timon said.

Alannaraced to Jonathan's rooms, the two servants behind her. Opening the door, she froze. She
couldn't believe the scene before her. People were crowding around Jonathan's bed. Theincensein the
ar made her sneeze. The priests of the Dark God were chanting prayersfor the dying while the Chief
Hedler sood aside. Duke Baird was a beaten man. Jonathan was halucinating already, and the healer
had learned the people stricken badly from thefirst dways died.

Fury made Alannagasp for breath. How could anyone get well in a menagerie? How could Jonathan
breathe? Thiswent againgt dl the common-sense rules Maude had taught her for hedling: clean air, quiet,
absolute cleanliness, calm and reassuring voices. Didn't these city people know anything? Alanna
opened her mouth—then closed it hard. She had dmost ordered these adults to get out! She could guess
how they'd greet such an order from a page.

Sheturned to Coram. "Get Sir Myles. Now."

The burly soldier looked down &t her. He knew that forward thrust of her chin. "Y e aren't plannin'
somethin’ foolish, areye?!

"No morefoolish than this." Shejerked her head at the crowded room.

Coram sghed and met Timon's puzzled look. " Sh—he's Trebond," he explained. " Stubborn aspigs, dl of
them. Weld best fetch Sir Myles.™

Alannawent outside and closed the door. She would wait in the hall rather than watch the insanity going
oningde. It fortunately wasn't long before the two men returned with avery curious Myles.

"I need your help," Alannatold the knight aoruptly. "Take alook insde.”

Myles peered into Jonathan's room. When he closed the door, his eyebrows wereraised. ™Y ou know
thereisn't much hope," hetold Alannasoftly. "Not if hessoill this soon.”

Her eyes and her voice were as hard as stone. "Maybe there is and maybe there isn't. Look—I've been
keeping something back. | havethe Gift, and I'm trained to hed. The village woman taught me everything



sheknew." When he didn't laugh, she plowed on. "I may be only eeven, but somethingseven anidiot
knows. Y ou don't make alot of noise and fog the air with incensein asickroom, Myles! And my Gift
hasn't been drained, like the palace healers.” She saw the doubt in the man's eyes and added,
"Jonathan's been cdling for me. | think he senses| can help.”

Mylestugged at hisbeard. "I see. And what do you want me to do?"

Alannadrew adeep breath. " Get those people out of there. They'll listen to you.” She couldn't say how
she knew the people in Jonathan's room would obey a minor knight—she just knew. " Get them out of
there so we can air theroom, and so | can talk to Duke Baird."

"That'satdl order." Mylesthought it over, then shrugged. "Y ou're very convincing, Alan. And what have
we got to lose?!

Shelooked at him, her eyesfilled with pain. "Jonathan," she whispered.

That decided him. "Very well." He nodded to Timon. "Announce me."

Timon, looking asif hisworld had turned upside down, opened the door.

"Sir Mylesof Olau!”

The crowd hushed and faced the door. The priests stopped chanting. Myles stepped into the room,
flanked by Coram and Timon. Alanna—ignored—followed. The changein Myleswas stunning. The
short, stout knight was suddenly very regd and very angry.

"Have you left your senses?' he demanded. His gentle voice was sharp and clear. "No one cantell me his
Majesty knows of this—thisfally. | won't believeit.”

No one spoke.

"Get out,” Mylesordered. "Thisisasickroom, not afunerd.” He glanced at the priests. "For shame. The
boy isn't dead yet."

After amoment the head priest bowed his head and led hisfollowers from the room. Some of the
courtierslooked at Duke Baird: he was supposed to bein charge. The healer nodded at Myles, relief on
histired face.

"Y ou can do nothing here," hetold the other nobles. "Mylesisright. Go to your gods and pray for our
Prince. It isthe only way we can hep him now."

Sowly they left. Only Duke Baird stayed. Alannahurried to Jonathan's side. Her friend was stark white
and swesting heavily. Alannatucked the blankets firmly around Jon's body.

"Coram," she called. "Open thewindows. Let's get some clean air in here.”

Baird looked at Myles suspicioudy. "What goes on here?!

"Alan asked meto help him," the knight replied. "I follow hisorders.”

Baird gaped at him. "You follow the orders of a page?"

"Alan," Mylessad, "you owe Duke Baird an explanation.”

Alannarose and went to the healer. Quickly shetold him everything she had told Myles, stopping only to
motion for Coram to close the shutters again. "I'm not grown up and asfully trained as you," shefinished.
"But | haven't had dl my power drained, either. And hesmy friend."

"Friendship will not be enough,” Baird told her. "Asaheder, you know norma heding takesonly alittle
of the hedler's strength. Thisfever doesn't. It will take dl your strength—and if you continue to try and
hedl, the draining will kill you. Three of my hedersare dready dead. Can you risk your life againgt this
sorcery?

"Thenyou do believetheillnessis caused by magic,” Mylessad.

The hedler rubbed hiseyes. "Of course. No one outside the city hasthis sickness. No natural fever will
day aheder. And | find it very interesting that only after al the paace heders have been drained of their
power doesthe heir to the kingdom fall ill."

"Can none of our sorcerersfight thisfever or track it to its source?' Myles asked.

"Thereésno onein Tortall with the power. Duke Roger could, but heisin Carthak. The King sent for him,
but not even Roger of Conte can travel so far in less than amonth.”

Alannalistened to this and watched Jonathan. He was flushed and tossing under his blankets. She bit her
lip. Inaway she had caused Franciss death. She had denied her hedling Gift, and he had died. She
couldn't make that mistake again.



"I'll try anyway," she said. Looking at Baird's stern face, she added, "With your permission.”

Baird held ahand out to her, and Alannatook it. "I'm very tired," the Chief Heder said. "If you are as
ableasyou claim, it will be easy for you to strengthen me. Do s0."

Alannalooked at the Duke's hand. Slowly, carefully, she reached insde hersdlf. It wasthere: apurple,
tiny bal of firethat grew as she nudged it with her mind. Her nose started to itch, asit aways did when
shefirg caled on her magic. She ignored the annoyance. Her eyes watered. She gently drew thefire up
through her body and let it flow down her arm into Duke Baird. He hissed, his hand tightening on hers.
Alannalet the purplefire dideinto the man until he could hold no more. Shewhispered, "So moteit be,"
and broke their grip.

Alannastaggered, feding alittle dizzy. Myles gripped her arm.

"I'mdl right," shetold her friend, then looked at Duke Baird. "I had to master that one. My brother
aways getstired when were hiking."

The hedler was staring a her as he rubbed his hand. "Mithros guide you," he whispered. "1 think the
Prince actudly has achance.”

He hurried from the room. Myles, Coram and Timon stared at Alanna, awed because the Duke had been
30 awed. Alannafdt dazed and alittle londly. Shedidn't like people looking &t her asif she were
something frightening.

"Youll stay?' she asked them, pleading.

Myles put an arm around her shoulders. "Y ou may count on us," he said. The other two nodded.
Alannabit her lip, thinking. "WEell try the natura remediesfirgt,” she decided. "Coram, let'sbuild thisfire
ashigh asit will go and keep it that way." The servingman bowed and left. Alannawent to the desk and
seized paper and pen. Shewrote quickly. "Timon, | need these things from the kitchens and some extra
blankets™

The man took the list and was gone. Myles began to build up the fire with the wood that was in the
hearth basket.

"Alan?" Jonathan's voice was adeep rasp. Alannawent to him and took his hand.

"I'm here, Highness. It'sAlan.”

Jonathan smiled. "I know you won't let medie.”

"You'renot goingto die," Mylessaid over Alannas shoulder. "Don't even think of it."

Jonathan frowned. "Myles? Y oure here?' Helooked around. "I dreamed there were people—"
"Therewere," Alannaassured him. "Mylesthrew them out.”

ThePrincegrinned. "l wish | could've seen that."

"Comeon," Alannasaid. "Youvegot to deep.”

From thelook in his eyes, Jonathan was ready to ask more questions, so Alannareached for her magic
once again. Stroking Jonathan's temples, she held hiseyeswith hers.

"Seep now, Jonathan." Her rough, boyish voice was strangdly compelling. Myles caught himsdf yawning.
"Seep." Jonathan thought he was drowning in violets. He dept.

Coram camewith armfuls of firewood. Timon returned with blankets and the kitchen items on Alanna's
list. She sent him for bricks while she settled down before thefire. Carefully she brewed mead, honey,
herbs and lemon juice into asyrup for Jonathan's cough. Her hand shook as she stirred. Myles noticed
and took the spoon from her.

"What'swrong?' he asked, gtirring the mixture himself. "Y ou've been shaking since you got Jonathan to
deep.”

She sat down wearily. "Duke Baird was right." She accepted the glass of wine Coram poured for her and
drank it down. "That fever. It takesit out of me—like nothing I've ever felt before.” She Sghed. "Myles?
Could you talk to the King and Queen? They'll be worried—"

The knight handed his spoon over to Coram. "Say no more," hetold her. Heleft, trying to smooth his
sheggy hair.

Coram watched her as he stirred. "I hope ye know what y€ere doin'.”

Alannarubbed her already-aching head. "So do I."

When Timon brought in the bricks, Coram hegted them in the fire and wrapped them in cloth. Alanna



packed them at Jonathan's sides. Then she and Timon piled more blankets on top of the Prince. Soon
Jonathan was swegting. Hard coughs tore from his chest. Alannalet her syrup cool just alittle, then
tipped some down Jonathan's throat.

Every two hoursthey changed the sweat-soaked sheets and packed Jonathan in freshly warmed bricks
and blankets. The room was stifling. Their clothes stuck to their bodies—

Coram and Timon both stripped off their shirts. When Myles returned, he nearly fainted from the heat.
"Duke Baird's with the Queen,” he reassured Alanna. "HEll seeto it that she's kept cam and doesn't
come here. And pirates have been attacking Port Caynn. HisMgesty isin the War Chamber and cannot
leave. They both have to trust Duke Baird's judgment and leave us done.”

Alannalooked around. Three sweat-soaked men—and outside this room, the entire palace—watched
her, waiting for what she would say next. It was frightening. Was it possible adults weren't as assured and
as powerful as she had dways believed?

She didn't have time to worry about that now. "Timon, let Sr Myles spdll you," shesaid. "Y ou need to
rest and eat."

Timon obeyed. Now Myles helped her and Coram rewrap Jonathan, and Myles held the Prince while
Alannagave him her syrup. When Timon returned, she made Coram get some rest. By late afternoon
Jonathan was coughing up the Stuff that was choking hislungs. By dark he was degping, but hisfever
continued to rise. Alanna sent the others away to rest and eat while she watched her friend. Duke Baird
looked in briefly and left—it was histhird such visit, and he never said anything.

Alannaonly nodded to him. She had no energy left for conversation.

Myles returned with atray of food. "Eat," he ordered. "And I'm setting up acot in Jonathan's dressing
room. It'syour turn to rest."

Alannaknew her friend was right. She ate and then lay down in the dressing room, faling adeep
immediately and not awakening until nightfal. While her friends went for asnack and awalk, she sat with
Jonathan. The room was suffocating with heat, but the Prince was shivering. Sweat ran down hisface.
Alannawatched and gathered her strength. If the Dark God wanted Jonathan's life, he had better be
ready to fight for it.

The door opened. Alannajumped to her feet, bowing deeply as the King and Queen came into the room.
Shefdt sorry for them. The King, who was aways smiling, looked worried. Deep lines seemed
permanently carved around his mouth. He kept one arm around his lady, supporting her weight. Queen
Lianne sank into the chair Alanna pulled up for her. She was il not over her own bout with the fever,
and her gown hung loosdly on her.

"Alan of Trebond." The King kept his deep voice quiet. "How ismy son?"

Alanna swallowed nervoudy. "Aswell as can be expected, sre. He dept most of the day.”

Lianne's voice was kind, but alittle sharp. "How can you help him?Y ou're only aboy, no matter what
Baird says"

"Your Mgesty, even | know better than to dirty the air with incense and surround Jonathan with wailing
people” Alannatold her. "Besides—he caled for me. He trusts me, and he doesn't even know | havethe
Gift."

"Have you ever been trained?' King Roald asked.

"I learned dl our village healing woman had to teach me, sire. | can hedl, and—I can conjure. My
brother's the same, only he can see peopl€'s minds and sometimes the future. | can't.”

"Why didn't you tel Duke Gareth thiswhen you first arrived?' the King demanded. "Why didn't your
fether tell us?"

She scuffed her foot dong thefloor. "My mother died having Thom and me. She had the Gift, too. Father
was angry—he thought their magics shouldve saved her. So he said he wouldn't ever use his Gift again,
and we weren't to use ours. We weren't even to be taught how to useit; but Maude, the village hedler,
taught usin secret.” She hung her head. "Asto the other, | want to be aknight. Using my Gift doesn't
seem fair, somehow. It'sasif I'mfighting dirty." Road nodded, understanding. "But Maude said | should
use my Gift for healing. She said | had the power to heal more than most people. Shesad if | didn't hedl,
| wouldn't make up for thekilling | did asaknight. | didn't listen to her." Alannas voice was very soft. "l



disobeyed her, and one of my friends died.”

The King put hishand on her shoulder. ™Y ou did what you thought was right, Alan. We can't all seethe
future, and we can't know what will be asked of us." He rubbed hisforehead. "1 should have listened to
Roger," he said, more to himself than to the Queen or to Alanna. "'If he were here now, teaching you
boys—" He drew a deep breath and looked at Alanna once more. "Jonathan hasthe Gift. He getsit from
me—from the Conte line. If—when he getswdll, | shdl seeto it you lads are properly trained. | have
ignored this part of our heritage, too. Like your father, | thought our magic would vanishif | ignored it.”
TheKing shook hishead. "A knight must develop all hisahilities, to the fullest. And evil is often armed
with sorcery.”

Alannathought she knew what the King meant. If she had been more thoroughly trained, she wouldn't
fed so helplessnow. If the fever was magical, she was going into the fight badly prepared.
Liannewasfanning hersdlf. "It's o hot in here," she complained.

"We're trying to sweat the fever out, Mgesty,” Alannaexplained. "It's best to try dl the natura cures
fire.”

The King patted the Queen's hand. "Remember what Duke Baird said. We can trust Mylesand Alan.
We must trust them.”

Lianne went to the deeping Jonathan, taking his hand. Her eyes were bright with tears. "He's dl we have,
Alan. | can't—I am unable to bear any more children." She smiled bravely at the King. "If my lord trusts
you, thensodo|.”

"Mother?" Jonathan's voice was no more than awhisper. "Father?'

Alannahid in the dressing room. It was not long before Road called her back. "Heis adeep. Will you
cdl usif—" The King could not say it. Impulsively Alannareached out and patted hisarm.

"WEell let you know right away if anything changes, Sire," she promised.

Myles stepped quietly into the room, bowing to hisking and queen. "Hell bedl right,” the knight told
Lianne. "Hehasadl our prayers.”

"Except for those of the one who sent thisfever," replied the Queen.

The King and Myles exchanged alook. The Queen was right. Who was Jonathan's enemy?

Gently the King took hislady'sarm. "Come, my dear," he said softly. "We must leave.”

Coram and Timon came back as Jonathan's parents | eft. Alannarolled up her deeves. "Let's get thisfire
built up again,” shesad grimly.

It was along night. Jonathan's coughing finaly stopped. Alannalistened to his chest, smiling when she
could hear him breathing easily. But the fever continued, drying Jon'slipstill they cracked and bled. He
fought Alannaand Myles, dreaming, living through ugly nightmares. His voice wasworn down to nothing,
and it shook Alannato see him scream without making a sound.

Myles grabbed her shoulders. "Alan, this can't continue! Y our Gift! Useit!"

"I've been usingit!" shecried. "And | havent thetraining—"

"Go ingde yoursdlf, then! Can't you see he'sdying?'

Alannalooked at thefire. It roared hungrily in the hearth, waiting for her. She rubbed her eyes. Already
shewastired from the little spells and charms she had used during the day.

She picked up the last packet of herbs. It contained vervain. She had known al dong it would cometo
this. She opened it dully, staring at the brittle leavesingde.

"Coram. Timon." Her voice sounded dead. "Y ou'd better leave."

Coram stepped forward. "Lad—" he began worriedly. He looked at her face and sighed. "L et's go,
Timon," he said. "We don't want to be here when they start foolin' with serious magic.” They left, and
Myles bolted the door.

Alannathrew the vervain onto the fire. She had no businesstrying magic like this. She was no sorcerer,
and sorcerers far older and stronger than she had failed to master the forces she now sought to call upon.
A moan from the bed reminded her of why she wasthere. Knedling before the flames, she whispered the
words Maude told her would call the Greater Powers—the gods. Slowly, very dowly, because shewas
tired, the flames turned violet. She reached both hands into the purplefire.

Her essence, the stuff that made her Alanna, streamed out through her palms. She was dissolving into the



fire; shewasthefire. Then she uttered the spell Maude told her to use only when nothing else was | eft.
"Dark Goddess, Great Mother, show me the way. Open the gates to me. Guide me, Mother of
mountains and mares—"

The fireroared up with asound like athunderclap. Alannas body jerked, but she couldn't move away
from the hearth. Thefirefilled her eyes. She saw countless gates and doors opening in front of her.
Suddenly—there it was: the city, the city carved in black, glassy stone, the one she had seenin Maude's
fireplace. The sun beat down on her. She was very warm. The city caled to her, its beautiful towers and
shining streetssinging in her brain.

The city vanished. Now raw energy rammed through Alanna's arms, into her body. She choked back a
gasp as her flesh turned into purple fire contained only by her skin. She glowed; she shimmered; she
burned with raw magic. It hurt. Every part of her screamed for cold and dark to put out the fire. She
couldn't hold it. She would burst like arotten fruit.

A voice spoke, and Alanna screamed. That voice was never meant for human ears. " Call him back," it
chimed. "l am here. Call him back.”

Tearsran down her cheeks. The voice and the pain were killing her. The firewas eating her dive, likea
tiger.

Something inside her rebelled. She clenched her fists and fought the pain. She ground her teeth together.
She would ride thistiger. Her body had never given the orders before—she could not let it start now.
Am| asilly child? shethought angrily. Or am | awarrior?

She fought back, shoving the pain away until she had it under control. Now she ruled the power she had
pulled from the flames. She rode the tiger. Shewas awarrior!

Alannawalked to the bed. Myles got out of her way. He had watched, hel pless, when Alan screamed as
he turned a bright, sparkling amethyst. The color had dimmed, but Alan continued to shinewith apae
purplefire. Myles sensed that if he touched Alan now, he would be burned to desth.

Alanna stood beside the bed, looking down at Jonathan. He seemed so far away, so far from her. "He
hastravelled a long way," theterrible voice said. " Take his hands. Call him back."

A small part of Alannaredlized that the voice wasfemade. "Thank you," she whispered.

She took Jonathan's hands carefully. Her mind reached into his unseeing eyes.

"Jonathan," Alannacdled. "It'stime to come home. Jon."

Myles stared. He did not hear a boy-child caling the Prince. He heard awoman's voice, speaking from
eternities away. Awed by apower he could not understand, the knight moved even farther away from the
bed.

Alannafdl into the blue depths of her friend's eyes. She wastwigting in ablack, writhing well. Thedien
place pulsed around her, enclosing her like aliving thing. Shrieks and cackling and the screams of
doomed souls sounded al around her. She was on the edge, between the world of the living and the
Underworld. She drifted between Life and Desth.

"Jon," she cdled steadily, feding the power in her shoving the ugliness back. "Jon." At last she could see
him. Hewasfar below her, near the bottom of the well, near Death. A huge, dark shadow shaped like a
hooded man came between them. Even in her strange state Alannawas afraid. This must be the Dark
God, the Master of al death.

It was crazy to argue with agod, but he was between her and her friend. "Excuse me," she said politely.
"But you can't have him. Not yet. He's going to come back with me.”

The shadowy hands reached for her. Alannastood ill, her mind sending up ashield of purplefire. "You
can't have him," she said morefirmly.

The shadow hands passed through her shield and held her by the shoulders. Alannafdt asif unseen eyes
were looking her over. The great dark head nodded—and the shadow was gone. The Dark God had
vanished.

Alannareached out to Jonathan. Their hands clasped. "Come back," shetold her friend. "This place isn't
for us. Come home."

Jonathan smiled. "I'm coming." His voice wasthat of the man he would be one day, degp and even, cam
and commanding. Did he hear awoman when she spoke? Did he think it was her?"'I'm with you, my



friend. Timeto leave™

Thelr gripped hands glowed white-hot, melting the shadows around them. Their combined Gifts burned
away thewalls of that unreal place. At the end of the well, drawing nearer and nearer, was the room they
had |eft so long before. Slowly the violet fire ebbed from Alanna's body. By the time they werein Jon's
bedchamber, her skin wasfilled with nothing but Alanna—much to her relief.

"Thank you," the man in him said. He released her hand. She was Alan the page, sitting on the bed beside
Prince Jonathan. His eyes were clear. He sighed and closed them. "It's good to be back,” he whispered,
and dept.

Swaying, Alannastood. Mylesfindly dared to come close to her. He had watched the two boys burn
with asteadily brighter purple light. He had heard aman's voice and awoman's voice coming from
Jonathan and Alan. It was something he could never forget.

"Alan?'

Sheturned. "He'sdl right," she murmured, sumbling. "Hell degp—" Her bones ached. Her head
throbbed, and she could barely stand. "Myles?' she gasped, and fell to the floor in adead faint.

5: The Second Y ear

BECAUSE she dept for three days, Alanna avoided most of the questions about her part in Jonathan's
cure. When asked about it later, she gave dl the credit to Sir Myles. Whenever the knight tried to discuss
what had happened that night, Alanna aways changed the subject. She knew Myleswatched her, but
she said nothing, knowing it would only bring the whole discussion up again.

Prince Jonathan also watched her. Y et he never spoke of that night. The less said about the whole thing,
the happier Alannafelt. She wondered sometimesiif Jonathan even remembered the place between Life
and Death. It was possible that he didn't—and he never brought the subject up.

The chilly winter turned at last into spring. Alanna unpacked her light clothing once again. She dressed
onemorning in afever of excitement. It wasthe day the pages were to go on the long-promised trip to
Port Caynn, and Alannawas barely able to hold still. Suddenly she froze before her long mirror.
Watching the glass closely, she bounced up and down.

Her chest moved. It wasn't much, but she had definitely jiggled. Over the winter her breasts had gotten
larger.

"Coram!" sheydled, her eyes stinging with tears of fury.

The man ssumbled into her chamber, bleary-eyed. "What isit now?" he said with ayawn.

Alanna stepped behind her dressing screen, tearing off her shirt. "Get to the hedlers, quick, and find some
bandage for me—yards of it. Make any excuse you like, but get it!"

The puzzled Coram returned within minutes and shoved abundle of white linen over thetop of the
screen. Alannagrabbed it and wrapped it tight around her chest.

"Y ereturnin' into awoman, aren't ye?' he asked from the other sde of the screen.

"No!" she exclamed.

"Lass, it'shardly somethin’ ye cn change. Y €re born with it—"

Alannastepped from behind the screen. Her eyes were red and swollen. If she had been crying, Coram
knew better than to mention it. "Maybe | was born that way, but | don't haveto put up with it!"
Helooked at her with darm. "Lass, yeve got to accept who ye are,”" he protested. "Y e can be awoman
and dill beawarrior.”

"l hateit!" sheydled, losing her temper. "People will think I'm soft and Silly!"

"Yere hardly soft,” hereplied sharply. "And th' only timeyere silly iswhen yetak likethis.”
Alannatook deep breaths. "I'm going to finish what | set out to do," sheinformed him quietly.

He put a hand on her shoulder. " Alanna, child, yell be happy only when yelearn tlive withwho ye are”
She had no answer for this, but he didn't expect one. "I'll pick up more bandagin’ when | go down t' the
city today," hesaid. "Get dong, now. Y€ll belate, dse”

IT WASN'T easy to live with the binding on her chest. For one thing, her growing breasts hurt, though
luckily they remained quite small. She was twice as careful now about how far she opened her shirt, and



that summer the boystried their best to get her to take it off entirely. The best time for thiswas when they
went swimming. All summer Alannarefused to go into the water, no matter what persuasion was used.
Persuasion dways stopped short of trying to physicaly force her—no one had forgotten Ralon of
Maven.

One day near the beginning of August Raoul tried hisluck. "C'mon, Alan," heteased. "One smdl dip. Or
areyou afraid you'll wash off aprotective coat of dirt?

Alannahad had enough. She jumped up, her face beet red. "I hate swimming!" she yelled. "And I'm cool
enough—so lay off!"

Someone giggled. Raoul was head and shoulderstaller than the page who was glaring a him so fiercely.
"Alan, hésonly teasing,” Alex cdled.

"I'mtired of being teased!" she snapped. "All summer long | put up with this. Why can't | do what | want
without being pestered dl the time?”

Raoul shrugged. Unlike Alanna, Raoul had no temper to spesk of . Nothing seemed to make him angry.
"WEell, if you're going to be touchy, | won't bother you any more.”

"Fine!" Sheglared a the other boys. "And unless| stink, | don't want to hear about it ever again!™
Therewas aheavy Slence. At last Jonathan said, "Come back in the water, Raoul. Y ou can't argue with
Alan—hescrazy."

Shaking dightly, Alannareturned to her shady tree. She felt more than alittle ashamed of hersdlf and
wished—not for the first time—that she could keep arein on her temper.

The boys |eft her donefor the rest of the afternoon. Asthey rode home, Alannatrotted Chubby ahead
30 she could catch up with Raoul.

"Raoul?' she asked softly. "A word with you?"

They dropped to the back of the column. " Are you going to yell at me again?' Raoul asked frankly.
Alannablushed and looked at her saddle. "No. | wanted to apologize. | shouldn't have lost my temper.”
Raoul grinned. "1 was teasing you," he admitted. " Sure, you got mad. Y ou've aright to do asyou want.”
She looked at him with shock. "'l do?"

Raoul frowned. "'l hadn't meant to say anything, but snce | have the chance—Alan, you seem to think we
won't like you unlessyou do things just like everyone e'se. Have you ever thought we might like you
because you're different?’

Alannastared a him. Was heteasing her again?

Raoul amiled. "Were your friends, Alan. Stop thinking we're going to jump on you for theleadt little
thing."

"Hey, Raoul," someone called from up front. "Will you settle this bet?”

Nodding to Alanna, the big squire urged his horse to the front of the column.

"Did you patch that up?' Gary asked. Alannaturned. The other large squire was just behind her.

"Don't you know it's rude to eavesdrop?' she asked crosdly.

He grinned. "How would | learn anything if | didn't eavesdrop? Listen—I'm tired of al the arguments. I'll
meake sure no one asksyou to swim again.”

Alannahung her head. "I don't mean to be difficult,” she muttered.

Gary laughed. "Of course you do. It's one of your charms. Come on. We're lagging behind.”

She followed as he urged his horse through one of the many pal ace gates. Between Gary and Raoul,
Alanna had much to think about. The ideathat she might be liked because she was different was
poppycock, of course. Being squires certainly made Gary and Raoul say strange things.

She and Gary caught up with Jonathan after stabling their horses. There was a sizeable group of pack
mules and horsesin the stableyard, waiting to be fed and cared for.

"Lookslike we have an important guest,” Jonathan noted. "L et's nip by the entry hall and seewho's
here

Thethree boys hurried through the palace corridors, coming at last to the entry hal. A huge pile of
baggage stood there, growing smaller as an army of servantstook pieces of it away. A big man, Hill
wearing adusty travelling cloak, directed the palace servants and his own people.

Jonathan gave aglad cry. "Roger!" He ran to hug the newcomer while Alannaand Gary halted nearby.



So thisis Jon's cousin, Alannathought, looking the newcomer over. Duke Roger of Conte was over six
feet in height, with brown-black hair and abeard negtly trimmed to frame his handsome face. Hiseyes
were abright, riveting blue. He had astraight, perfectly carved nose; his mouth was red and full. His
white, flashing smile wasfilled with charm and confidence. He was broad-shouldered and muscular, with
strong-looking hands. Very attractive, Alannadecided. So why am | not attracted to him? If
anything, | think | didlike him!

"So hesarived at lagt," she murmured to Gary. Sheld have to figure out why she didn't like Jonathan's
cousin later.

"|—er—'happened to overhear'—"

"Y ou eavesdropped again,” Alannasaid sternly.

"As| was saying, | happened to overhear that he's to teach you Gifted ones sorcery,” Gary went on.
"Also, the King wants him to find out who sent us the Sweating Sickness—not that they'll try something
likethat again, not with Duke Roger here. Every sorcerer in the Eastern Lands would think twice before
tekinghimon."

"He'sthat good?" Alannaasked thoughtfully.

"He'sthat good.”

Duke Roger was coming toward them, one arm around Jonathan's shoulders. "So you're going to train
your Gift?I'll enjoy teaching you, Cousin!" He held ahand out to Gary. "Y oung Gareth of Naxen, in't it?
You'vegrown since |l saw you last."

Gary shook the older man's hand heartily. "Everyone saysthat, sr. Even my father saysit, and he sees
me nearly every day."

Roger chuckled at this. "I don't doubt your father's right.” His voice was alight tenor, the most musical
voice Alanna had ever heard in her life. She was staring a the Duke without shame when he turned to
her. "And this young one? I'd remember eyes—and hair—like yours, I'm sure.”

"Duke Roger of Conte, may | present Alan of Trebond?' Jonathan said formally.

"Trebond?' the Duke smiled as Alannabowed. "I've heard of your father. He'sanoted scholar, ishe
not?'

Alannawas quivering al over—Ilike a nervous horse, she chided herself. Shelinked her hands behind
her back before answering, "I believe so, your Grace."

"Oh, please!" he protested. "Just 'Lord Roger' isfine, and I'd do away with that, if | didn't think it would
shock Duke Gareth. 'Y our Grace' makes mefed old.”

Jonathan expected one of Alan's pert answers and looked expectantly at hisfriend. To hissurprise Alan
looked thoughtful rather than charmed.

"How long are you here, Cousin?' Jonathan asked, drawing attention away from Alan's odd silence.
"My uncle says he wants me to Stay here for awhile,” Roger replied, looking down at the Prince. “*Make
your home with us was the phrase he used.” The Duke shrugged hiswide shoulders. "I think my
wandering days are over.”

Jonathan grinned. "'l can't see why you've been avoiding us, anyway."

"Not avoiding you," Roger corrected him. "Educating myself. The differenceis considerable. Now, would
you be so kind asto take meto their Mgesties? | think it'stime | greeted them.”

Alannawatched the Prince and his cousin go, frowning. She shook hersdlf, trying to shed acloak of
unessiness.

Gary looked & her. "Areyou faling sck with something, youngster?'

Alanna hunched her shouldersimpatiently. "I've never been sck in my life"

"Then what's wrong? He was being friendly, and if you were adog your hackles would've been up.”
"I'mnot adog,” she said crosdy. "Why should he befriendly with me? I've never seen him before.”

"But hell have heard of you. Y ou helped hed Jon—now what?' There was astrange look in Alan's eyes.
If Gary hadn't known hisfriend better, held have sworn that ook was one of fear.

"I don't like grownupstaking an interest in me," Alannareplied. She was afraid. "I don't like people
nosing in my affairs, especiadly sorcerers. Come on—well belate for dinner.”

Gary followed, more confused than ever by Alan's response. Was he hiding something? It was a question



for him to ponder on arainy day.

SHORTLY after Roger's arriva, each page or squire was summoned to an interview with the King's
nephew: hetested them dl for the Gift. Gossip said hewould find it even if aboy tried to hideit.
Alannawas one of the last to be caled. Clenching sweaty hands, she entered Duke Roger's study. The
Duke of Contewaslazing in atall-backed chair, turning ajewelled wizard's rod between hisfingers. He
glimmered in amany-colored tunic and red-purple hosg; if Alannaadmired anything about him, it was
Roger'stastein clothes.

Hesmiled. "Alan of Trebond." He gestured to the chair facing his desk. "Please, have a seet.”
Alannasat carefully, folding her handsin her |ap. Every nervein her body was on the dert. She hadn't
gotten thisfar to be caught.

"I understand you used your Gift to heal my cousin of the Swesting Sickness.”

"Sr Mylesdirected me, Sr.”

"It must have required agood deal of power on your part, though. Y ou took a grest risk."

"My village hedling woman had trained me, sir. And | was exhausted for days after.” She watched his
face. He seemed to accept that Myles had done the thinking and she had supplied the power, so Myles
hadn't talked about that night. She liked that.

"Wadll, a least | don't have to ask you any usdaless questions. We dready know you have the Gift, and in
abundance. And you learned from your village hedling woman?'

"Yes, sir. My father didn't know we were trained, though. He didn't want uslearning any sorcery—hed
throw afit if hethought | waslearning it here.”

"Then wewon't tell him. You say ‘we. Tl me about your brother. | understand you're twins?' Roger's
bright eyes never Ieft hers. Alannafrowned and rubbed her forehead. Suddenly she had a headache.
"He'sin the City of the Gods, Sir. Father sent him to be apriet, but | think he plansto take up sorcery.”
Roger smiled. "A noteworthy ambition. What ishis name?”

"Thom, ar." Why was he saring at her s0?

The man looked at the jewdlled rod in his hands. "My cousin spesks highly of you, Alan of Trebond.”
"We're friends, your Grace." She discovered she couldn't look away from him.

"My uncle-in-law, Duke Gareth, aso speaks highly of you. Y ou are amost worthy young man by all
accounts.”

Alannablushed with shame. If they knew the truth, they wouldn't spesk well of her. "Y our Graceisvery
kind." She wished hewould let her go. She had never had such afierce headache.

Roger sighed. Suddenly Alannacould look away from him, and the pain in her head lessened. "1 am not
often kind, Alan." Hetapped hisrod againgt his hand for amoment. Findly hesaid, "I think | learned
what | needed to. Report to mein my solarium Monday after breakfast. Y ou may go."

Alannabowed and l€eft gratefully, her head still pounding. She felt exhausted and alittle nauseous. Coram
appeared at her sde, aworried frown on hisface.

"Wel?" he demanded.

Alannadidn't ask how he knew. It was dmost impossible to keep anything from the palace servants.
She rubbed her temples. "Maybe I'm crazy—but why do | feel like more went on in there than just his
asking me questions?’

"Because maybeit did." Coram pulled her into an empty room. "I heard the Duke of Conte can catch yer
will and makeit hisown," the man whispered. "They say helll reach into yer mind, make ye say what he
wants thear—unless ye're defended. Unlesstherésawal in ye he can't reach over.”

"Wl | don't know that kind of magic," she snapped, the headache making her cross. "But he didn't
learn anything from me | didn't want to tdl him. I'm sure of it.”

"Then yer magic's stronger than his," Coram said. "Or yere protected by the gods.”

Thiswastoo much for Alanna. She laughed and gave Coram ashove. "Y ou've been nipping a Cook's
wine! Protection from the gods! Making me say what | don't want to say! Go on with you!"

Coram opened the door. "Laugh if yewant." He shrugged. "'I'm only an ignorant old freeman, listenin' to
gorieshy thefire. But if it'sal so funny, why do yelook asif someone pulled ye through a currycomb?’



There was no answer to that, and Alannadidn't even try to invent one.

ONE fdl evening Stefan the hostler gave her anote.

"You've been looking for a horse," it read. "I have one. Come to the city first chance you get.
George." A horsel A red horse, thekind of horse awarrior ought to have! Alannascribbled sumson a
sheet of paper. After careful figuring she decided she could buy ahorse—if it wasthe right horse.
Wigtfully she said farewd | to swesets for along time—but area horse would be worth it. She wastired of
riding palace horses, and Chubby was getting old. The pony deserved arest.

She knew very little about horse-buying. With such alarge purchase, Alannawanted an expert opinion.
Who could she ask? With wrestling in the afternoons as her worst subject, it meant she could take free
time only in the morning. Coram had guard duty in the morning, so thet let him out. Also, Coram didn't
know about George, and Alannadidn't want him to know. For some reason, she suspected the old
soldier would not approve of the thief. Gary was dso unavailable—he was restricted to the paace for
one of hisnumerous pranks.

She nibbled her thumb. Whom could she introduce to George?

ALANNA needed two steps to match one of Jonathan's. This made the walk into the city brisk, but their
pace was suited to the crisp fal day. Alannawatched her friend, thinking. The Prince, just fifteenin
August, was growing again. Already he mesasured five feet saven inches. His voice was beginning to
boom and crack, too, just as Gary's and Raoul's had last year. Soon Alannawould have to start faking
the voice-change hersdlf. We're all growing up, she thought, and Sghed.

Jonathan heard the sigh and looked down &t her. "I'm glad to help pick your horse," he commented, "but
why al the secrecy? Y ou never told me you had rdativesin the city.”

Alannamade aface. "'l had to tell Duke Gareth something. Y ou see, the man were meeting—he's not a
relaive. Hesafriend. Thanksfor coming with me, Jonathan.”

Hetouded her hair. "I'd do anything to get out of Reportsin Council. It's the spring planting today—that
aways puts meto deep.”

Alannaled him into the Dancing Dove. Old Solom was adeep on one of histables. Alannaroused him
with afriendly dap on the back.

"Wake up, you old drunk. Is George around?"

Solom peered at her. "Why, it's Master Alan. But not Master Gary?"

"Magter Gary won't be around till Midwinter Festival," shetold him.

"At histricks again, eh?" Solom shook hiswhite head with appreciation. "Hebealively one. I'll get his
Maesty." He hobbled up the sairs.

Jonathan was looking around. “‘ His Maesty"?" he whispered. " And how does this man know Gary?'
"Oh, Gary comeswith meadl thetime." Alannaavoided the other question by following Solom. Jonathan
had no choice but to go dong.

George was finishing breakfast when the innkeeper showed them in. Staring at Jonathan, he rose. Findly
he bowed, his grin mocking. "Solom, go back to deep,” he ordered. When the older man was out of
earshot, the thief murmured, "Y our Highness—I'm honored." Helooked sharply a Alanna. "And it seems
I've migudged you once again, youngling. I'll not do that athird time, be assured.”

Alannaturned pink. "I just brought him aong for fun,” she muttered.

"What's going on?" Jonathan wanted to know, fixing Alannawith abright eye.

"You didn't tell him?" George asked. Alanna shook her head. "Prince Jonathan, thisismy friend,
George."

"Alan's not tellin' you that my work doesn't dways mean stayin’ right with the law,” George explained.
"But come, lads. Y ou'll be wantin' to see the beast.”

He led them down another stair to adoor that opened behind the inn. Seeing Alannas curious look,
George said, "It paysto have at |east two doors—even three." He pointed to the roof. Two shuttered
windows looked out over the roof of the one-story kitchen. A ladder was even placed against the kitchen
wall to makeit easier to reach George's rooms.



"Aren't you worried about thieves?" Jonathan asked. When his companions broke out laughing, the
Prince frowned thoughtfully.

"So Gary kissed Lady Roxanne?' George inquired. "I'd've kissed a sweeter armful, mysdlf.”

"It wasabet,” Alannaexplained.

"For ten nobles, I'd still have kissed someone prettier,” George replied.

"How'd you know about that bet?" Jonathan wanted to know. "It was a secret.”

"I'vefriendsin the palace," George said. "Thereisn't much you can keep from your servants, Highness."
Jonathan opened his mouth to ask something el se, but Alanna distracted George with aburst of questions
about her friends a the Dancing Dove. So the Prince kept quiet through the short walk, thinking an idea
through.

They turned into asmall aley. George stopped and unlocked atall gate. They entered a stableyard,
George locking the gate behind them.

Alannagasped. Her eye had been caught by abeautiful young mare. The horse's coat was gold, offset by
aflowing white mane and tail. Gently Alanna caressed the mare's nose. The creature whickered softly,
rubbing againgt her hand.

"George, she's the most wonderful thing I've ever seen.” Suddenly Alannaremembered this might not be
the horse George had in mind. " George—she is the one you brought me to see?'

George bit back asmile, seeing thedismay in Alan'sviolet eyes. "Aye, lad, she'sthe one.”

"She's perfect.” Alannaand the mare watched each other, spellbound.

Jonathan stepped into the stal. He ran expert hands over the mare'slegs and shoulders, petting her
absently. Findly he looked at George.

"She's stolen,” he accused.

George dug his handsinto his breeches pockets, grinning. "Highness, would | do such athing?'

"l hopeyou didn't stedl her, George," Alannamurmured.

"I'veabill of sde. | don't bak at stealin’ aproper horse, young sprout, but | knew you would.” George
handed a paper to Jonathan, who examined it carefully.

"It'slegd,” the Prince said at lagt, returning it to George.

"How much, George?' Alannawanted to know.

Thethief looked at the page, hishazel eyes guarded. "Eight for the mare, two for the tack—ten gold
nobles and she's yours." Histone dared Jon to argue. The Prince didn't take the dare.

Alannanever hesitated, athough it was the largest amount she had paid in her life. She counted the
money into her friend's hand and returned to admiring the horse—her horse. "We're going along way,
you and |," she whispered to the mare. The horse butted her gently, asif agreeing.

George took down aplain leather saddle and bridle. "Here you go."

"George, if you ever want my life, you can haveit," Alannasaid quietly, meaning every word. "What's her
name?'

"She hasn't one. The Bazhir who sold her didn't dare name such anoble lady.”

"Il cal her Moonlight. D'you like that, girl?"

The mare tossed her head. Alannalaughed and set to work saddling her horse.

Jonathan drew George away from the sall. "That's not athird of what you paid for that mare.”

George's voice was low. "Would you have me deny thelad his heart's desire? He's been riding that pony
all year when the poor beast should be at pasture and Alan on ahorse. That care-for-naught he cdls
Father will never get him aproper mount. Call it abirthday gift, if you will. I'd give her to the boy outright,
if hed take her."

Jonathan grinned ruefully. He had had his own experience with hissmal friend'spride. "'l can't let you
take alossof at |least twenty gold nobles. Besdes—I owe Alan my life" Helooked sharply at the man.
"| suppose you know about that, too."

"I may," thethief admitted.

Jonathan drew asapphirering off hisfinger. "That should more than cover the price of the mare.”

George turned the gem over in hislong fingers. "It doesindeed," he said dowly, and made arapid
decison. "Y ou've no proper horse of your own, | hear. Not a chief mount, ahorse youll ride above dl



others. Y ou might have an eyeto this"

He opened aclosed dl. Inside stood a great stalion, as black as Jonathan's hair. "The ring would also
cover his price, Highness. | don't take charity.” Jon hesitated, biting hislip. "Areyou trying to buy me off,
King of the Thieves?'

George amiled. "If thelad didn't tell you, how'd you guess?’

"l gt on my father's Council, remember. I've heard about you."

George smoothed a hand over the stdlion's nose. "I've no wish to buy your silence. Thisisasde, right
and gtraight. When | bought the mare, | couldn't |t this one go. The dedler was afilthy old Bazhir. These
two in hisstring werelike gemsin garbage. | figured the lad would want the mare, and | can dwaysfind a
buyer for thisfdlow."

Jonathan examined the stallion. He was more restless than Moonlight, but he quieted under the Prince's
firm hand. ™Y ou have an eye for horseflesh, George.™

"I like horses," the man admitted. "I've a chestnut mare of my own, as pretty asyou please. I'd be
flattered if you'd have alook at her, sometime.”

"I'd likethat." Jonathan looked a George thoughtfully. Suddenly he smiled and offered his hand. " Thank
you. A good horse can mean aman'slife.”

George took the offered hand, his eyes searching Jon's for hidden motives. "Y ou honor my taste,
Highness™

"I'm Jonathan—to my friends. Kings and princes should be friendly, don't you agree?"

George laughed, but there was respect in his gaze. "1 agree—Jonathan. And never fear I'll use that
friendship. My game of witsiswith my Lord Provos—no onedse."

"l hope s0"—-Jon grinned—"or Alan, Gary and | arein alot of trouble.”

"George," Alannasaid. The other two looked at her. Her face was bewildered. "I—I don't understand,”
she stammered. "Why do thisfor me?'Y ou went to alot of trouble. Why?'

George looked at her for along moment. Findly hereplied, "And why do you find it so hard to think
someone might like you and want to do thingsfor you? That's the way of friendship, lad.”

Alannashook her head. "But | haven't done anything for you."

"That's not how it works," thethief said drily.

Thiswas confusing, and Alanna said so. George laughed and took them to lunch.

SHORTLY dfter thisthe four youngest pages—Alanna, anew boy named Geoffrey of Meron, Douglass
of Veldine and Sacherell of Wellam—were ordered to one of theindoor practice courts, instead of the
saff-yards. Awaiting them were Duke Gareth, Coram, and Captain Aram Sklaw, head of the Palace
Guard. The Captain, a hard-bitten old mercenary with a patch over hismissing eye, looked the boys
over.

"Hmph!" he snorted. "Not apromising onein thelot!" He pointed athick finger at Geoffrey. "Y ou—you
look like a dreamer to me. Blood makes you sick, eh? Y ou'd rather read than fight. Huh!" He eyed
Douglass. "Aye, you like your food, don't you? Hang around the kitchens, | wager, begging from Cook."
He squinted a Alanna. ™Y ou? Y ou're not big enough for bird feed. Y ou won't be ableevento lift a
sword, let alone swing it." Alanna started to argue and remembered Duke Gareth's presence. She stored
that remark for later—she'd show Sklaw! The mercenary turned to Sacherell. "I've seen you on the
courts. Lazy, that's what you are, and dow to boot." He stood at attention before the Duke. "With your
Grace's permission, I'd like to be excused.”

Duke Gareth's smile did not quite fit under the hand he used to hideit. "Y ou ask to be excused every
time, Aram, and yet you manage to turn out creditable swordsmen—every time." Helooked at the boys,
histhin face stern once more. "Y ou are going to learn the art of fencing.” Alanna gulped with
aarm—Duke Gareth aways made her nervous. "No, don't look at me like that, Alan—I don't waste my
time on beginners. | don't have enough for the more promising students asit is. Captain Sklaw and
Guardsman Smythesson will be your teachers. Y ou'll learn how to forge a sword, how to draw it, how to
hold it. For the next few months you'll eat, deegp and study with your sword on. If it leaves your Side, you
get an overnight vigil in the Sun's Chapd. Thisisnot wrestling or tilting. Y ou might go dl your lives



without wrestling, when you are knights. However, you may safely bet you'll have to defend yoursef—or
someone else—with asword at least once before you die. If any of you give the Guardsman or the
Captain cause to complain, you'll talk to me. I know how much you boys enjoy our little chats.” The
Duke nodded to the men. "Gentlemen, they're yours." He waked from the room.

Sklaw looked at them and snorted. "Before you likely looking lads touch ablade, you'll make one.
Guardsman Smythesson will instruct you there, poor man. | leave them to you," hetold Coram, and
walked out after the Duke.

Coram sighed, hisface grim. "Wdll, lads—Iet's be off to the forge."

It was the beginning of along, hard winter. After the practice swords were made to Coram's satisfaction,
Sklaw took over. He instructed them in the stances and passes that were such an important part of
fencing. He taught them how to get a sword from its sheeth quickly—afesat that |ooked much easier than
it was. Always Sklaw hovered nearby, criticizing, growling, complaining. The boyslearned to do
everything while wearing their practice swords, because there was no telling where Sklaw would turn up.
The only placeit was safe to take the blade off was in one's room, when one was bathing—and even
then the door had to be locked. Alanna made sure her door was locked.

Sklaw singled her out for specia treatment, perhaps because she was the smallest of the group. She did
nothing right, or even better than last time. She was clumsy; she was lazy; she didn't practice because
where were her muscles? She was a midget; she had been dropped on her head at birth; shewould
never be afull-fledged knight, only a"Lord," fit to do nothing but Sit at home and write poetry. Alanna
took the abuse and practiced doggedly, trying to deafen hersdlf to the old villain'stalk.

"How d'you expect meto be confident if you're bellowing at me dl the time about how bad | am!" she
ydled a him once.

Sklaw grinned without humor. "Well, laddig, if you've let an old buzzard like me hurt your confidence,
you couldn't have had much inthefirst place.”

Alannabit her lip rather than answer him back, after that.

Spring came, and Duke Gareth returned to their class.

"We're trying something new today, girls," the Guard Captain growled as the Duke of Naxen took a sest.
He tossed two sets of padded practice armor at Geoffrey and Douglass. "Meron. Veldine. Let's seeif
you can use what you've learned on the move."

The two boys put on the padding and assumed the "guard” position. "Begin!™ Sklaw barked.

After afew moments Alannaclosed her eyes. She had seen Duke Gareth fencing with Alex, who wasthe
best swordsman among the squires. Thiswas amockery of that kind of fencing. Geoffrey would lurch
forward and swing his sword at Douglass. Douglass would hurry to block the swing, scumble back, then
lurch forward to try aswing at Geoffrey. After awhile Duke Gareth caled a hdt. Between them, heand
Sklaw went over the duel, showing each boy how he could place hisfeet better, how he could move
quickly without stumbling, how he could improve his balance. Findly they were permitted to strip off their
now sweat-soaked padding.

"Wellam. Trebond." Sklaw shoved two fresh suits of padding at them. "If you can do aswell, I'll be much
surprised.”

Alannaassumed the "guard" position, fedling her knees trembling. It waslike taking any other kind of test,
only ten timesworse. A knight lived or died by his swordsmanship. Without ameastery of swordplay, she
would be no knight, have no great adventures. Suddenly Sacherell, who wasafriend and a
sometimes-companion, looked like amenacing ogre—atall, bulky, menacing ogre.

"Begin!" Sklaw ordered. Alanna stumbled backwards as she tried to avoid Sacherdll's lunge. Recovering
her balance, she brought her sword up just in time to block Sacherdll's down-coming swing. She
stumbled again and recovered only in time to block another swing—and another—and another. She
stumbled and blocked, without making any swings of her own and without really getting her footing. The
boy lunged forward suddenly, his sword-point headed straight for Alannasthroat. She tripped and fell
over her own feet, dropping her sword. When she looked up, Sacherdll was standing over her, hissword
inthe"kill" postion at her throat. She closed her eyes as Sklaw let out afull-throated roar of laughter.



THAT night shelay awvake, saring at the celling. Over and over she "fought™ the duel with Sacherdll in
her mind. What had gone wrong?

She heard Coram moving around in his room, getting ready to take up the predawn watch. When he left
the chambers, she went with him, asmall, silent shadow. Wordlesdy she accompanied him down to the
kitchens, sitting besde him as he flirted with adeepy scullery maid and ate his breskfast. Still slent, she
followed him up to his post on the castle walls. Together they watched the sky over the Roya Forest go
from grey to red-orange as dawn came.

At last Coram remarked, "Seep at al?' Alannashook her head.

"I've seen worse."

"Y ou were there?'

"Aye

Alannaclosed her eyes and shivered. The humiliation for Coram would have been terrible, and that made
her own humiliation worse. It was bad enough to look like anidiot in front of her friends and Duke
Gareth. But Coram was the man who had taught her how to use a dagger as awespon, to shoot an
arrow, to ride her pony. Coram had encouraged her dl thisway, had made himsdf awall between her
and the people who might have discovered who she really was. She had failed Coram, and he had seen
it.

"I don't understand it," she whispered findly. "l1t—it was like—my body wouldn't do anything | told it to.
My mind was saying, 'Do this! Do that! Do something!" And my body just wasn't connected.
Sacherd|—"

"Sacherell waswell enough.” Coram yawned. "He'sabit of anatural. Y €rejust not anaturd with a
sword, Master Alan. Some are borntoit, like me. | never knew aught else, and | never wanted to. Now,
some—some never learn the sword at dl, and they don't survivetheir first rea fight. And then there's
some—"

"Yes?' Alannaasked, grasping at this straw. She was obvioudy not born to the sword, and she had no
plansfor dyingin her firg fight.

"Some learn the sword. They work al the extraminutes they have. They don't let a piece of metal—or
Aram Sklaw—Dbegt them.”

Alannastared at the forest and thought this over. "It's possible to learn to be natura ?*

"It'sjust aspossible asitisfor alasst' learnt' beat alad, and the lad bigger and older than sheis, and in
afair fight. Well—ye fought farr."

It had taken weeks of training in secret to best Ralon. Thelong hours, the bruises, and her constant
exhaudtion werefresh in her mind. But it was worth it, Alannathought. More than worth it.

She dretched, yawning widely. "Can | borrow your sword?"

Coram looked at the wegpon hanging from hisbdlt. "This? It'sbigger thanye arel”

"Exadly.”

Coram stared at her for amoment, then dowly unbuckled his belt. He handed the sword to Alanna, his
face expressionless.

Alanna hefted the weapon in her hand. It wasthe largest, heaviest sword she had ever handled. It would
bework towidd it with only one hand. "Thanks. I'll returnit later."

Shetrotted off to find an empty practice room with plenty of mirrors. Coram wasright. A sword could
not beat her—and neither could Aram Sklaw.

6: Womanhood

IT WASthefifth of May. Alannaawoke at dawn, ready for another session with Coram's big sword.
She got out of bed—and gasped in horror to find her thighs and sheets smeared with blood. She washed
hersdf in a panic and bundled the sheets down the privy. What was going on? She was bleeding, and

she had to see ahedler; but who? She couldn't trust the palace hedlers. They were men, and the bleeding
came from the secret place between her legs. Hunting franticaly, she found some bandage and used it to
stop the red flow. Her hands shook. Her whole body wasicy with fear. The servants would be coming to
wake the pages soon. She had to do something in ahurry! She gnawed her thumb until it bled. Coram



was on guard duty. Besides—she couldn't tell him. Thiswasn't something she could confide to the old
oldier.

She could trust only one person to help and keep quiet. There were those who might wonder just how
trustworthy the King of Thieves could be—Alannawasn't one of them.

With no time to waste, she couldn't afford to sneak from the palace and run dl the way to the city. She
would have to ride and take the consequences. A quick word to Stefan, and Moonlight was saddled.
The hostler even lured aguard away from one of the smaller gates. Alannarode out for the city a afull
galop. Within minutes she was hitching her mare to a post behind the Dancing Dove.

Swiftly she clambered onto the kitchen roof and pried one of George's shutters open. George himself had
taught her how to make a second-story entry. When Alannadid into the man'sroom, she was seized
from behind. A very sharp knife pressed againgt her throat.

"Didn't your mother ever teach you to enter by way of the door?" avoice drawled softly.

Alannahdd very dill. That knife was no joke. "George—it'sme! Alan!”

The man let her go and made her face him. He wasn't dressed—he dways dept bare. "Soitis" He put
hisknifeon thetable. A smilelit hiseyes. "And what makes anoble sprout break into the Rogue's
bedroom?"’

"I need your help." Shetwisted her hands together. "I've got to see a hedling woman right away."

"A hedin' woman, isit? Y ou'll haveto give me more than that, lad." George crossed hisarms over his
chest, waiting. He had aways known there was a secret to Alan. "Why awoman? And why acity
heder? The best in theland are at the paace.”

Alannaswallowed hard. "I'm not aboy." It wasincredibly hardto say. "I'magirl."
"Yourea—youreawhat!" Georgeydled.

"Hush! D'you want everyoneto hear?' She scuffed her boot againgt the floor. "I thought you'd guess.

Y ou havethe Gift."

"And your Gift shiddsyou. Alan, if thisisajes, it'sapoor time for one."

Sheglared a him. "D'you want meto take my clothes off?"

"No—qgreat Mithros. Turn around whilst get clothed.”

She obeyed, arguing, "That's slly. I've seen you naked before.”

George hunted for his breeches. "Thisis different. All right—turn about. Why d'you need awoman?'
Her eyeswere pleading. "Don't ask. Please.”

Thethief made aface. "Come on, then." He hustled her down hisback stair and into the street. "1 know
just the lady—she was a priestess in the Temple of the Mother herein the City before she married, got
trained there. She's my own mother. She wouldn't talk if you pried her jaws gpart.” He spotted
Moonlight waiting patiently. "Y ou're little enough—the mare will carry usboth." He swung himsdlf into the
saddle behind Alanna. "We'reridin' for the Street of the Willows."

Alannanodded and urged her horse forward. George's warmth at her back was oddly comforting.
"What'swrong?' he asked again.

"If I knew, | wouldn't be so damned scared,” she snapped.

"That's true—I've never seen you overset,” he said thoughtfully. "Weve got to talk, you and 1." They
turned down asmall street lined with walled houses. George dismounted and unlocked a gate marked
with the hedler's sgn—awooden cup—circled oncein red and once in brown. "What are you called,
then?'

Shehestated. "If | tell, you might forget and let it dip out later.”

"Not me, youngling." He motioned for Alannato ride into the courtyard and then closed the gate. "I let
nothing dip."

She dismounted. Moonlight butted her affectionately. "It's Alanna," she whispered.

George's mother came to the door of the house. She was atal woman, with her son'stwinkling hazel
eyesand an air of command. Only asingle streak of whitein her chestnut hair revedled her to be alittle
more than middle-aged.

"A patient for you, Mother," the thief announced. "I'll be stabling the mare.”

Mistress Cooper showed Alannainto asmal, neat room. Healing plants of al kinds hung from the



rafters, giving the room afragrant smell. A small wooden table covered with a clean sheet sat inthe
room'’s center.

"Sit there," Mistress Cooper ordered. "Now. What's the problem?”

Alannaexplained quickly that she was afemale, not amale, and that she was apage in the paace.
Mistress Cooper raised her eyebrows, but said nothing. Alanna drew a breath and added, "1—I'm
bleeding.”"

"Bleeding?' wasthe calm response. "Where?"

Red with embarrassment, Alanna pointed. George's mother began to smile. "Hasit happened before?”
Alannashook her head. "Did you injure yourself there? No? When did it start—this morning? No pain?*
Too ashamed to speak, Alannaeither shook her head or nodded, depending on the question. There were
others, so persona she wanted to hide when she thought about them. Her embarrassment only tripled
when Mistress Cooper began to laugh. ™Y ou poor child," she chuckled. "Did no one ever tdl you of a
woman's monthly cycle? Thefertility cycle?'

Alanna stared. Maude had mentioned something, once—

"That'swhat thisis?It's normal ?*

The woman nodded. "It happensto usall. We can't bear children until it begins.”

"How long do | haveto put up with this?" Alannagritted.

"Until you aretoo old to bear children. It'sasnorma asthe full moonis, and it happensjust as often. You
may aswell get used toiit.”

"No!" Alannacried, jumping to her feet. "l won't let it!"

Again Mistress Cooper raised her eyebrows. "Y ou're afemale, child, no matter what clothing you wear.
Y ou must become accustomed to that."

"Why?' Alannademanded. "I have the Gift. I'll changeit! I'l—"

"Nonsense!" the woman snapped. "Y ou cannot use your Gift to change what the gods have willed for
you, and you would be foolish to try! The godswilled you to be female and small and red-headed, and
obvioudy slly aswell—"

"l annot silly!" Alannawailed. "l jus—" She rubbed the back of her hand against burning eyes. She
knew Mistress Cooper was right. She had tried to use her Gift once to make herself grow, and her head
had ached for days.

"Weéll, then, perhaps not silly.” A comforting hand waslaid on Alannas shoulder. "Listen to me. Y our
placein life you can dways change, whether you have the Gift or not. But you cannot change what the
gods have made you. The sooner you accept that, the happier you will be." Sheled Alannainto the
kitchen and put ateakettle on thefire. Y ou're not used to your body doing things you haven't asked of
it, areyou?'

Alannamade aface. "It's bad enough my chest keeps growing. Now something like this happens.” She
put her head in her hands. Finally shelooked up and said, "What do | have to know about this—this

"Y our cycle comes once amonth, and lastsfive days or so. Bathe each day. Bandage yoursdlf, of
course. The cyclewill not comeif you lie with aman and he gets you with child." The woman made acup
of teaand handed it to the girl. "Here. Thiswill make you fed better."

Sipping it did make Alannafed camer. "Will it dow me down?"

"Not s0 long asyou stay out of men's beds. A babe will certainly dow you down."

Alannashook her head. "I don't plan on children.”

"Many girlsdont." Mistress Cooper poured herself sometea. "Do you know what happens when you lie
withaman?'

Alannablushed. "Of course."

The woman smiled. "Y ou know the man'sside of it, | see. Well, awoman enjoysit, too, and onetimeis
enough for you to get with child." Shelooked at Alannacarefully. "I'll give you acharm against your
getting pregnant, then. If you change your mind, you can throw it away."

"Pigsmight fly," the girl muttered.

Thelook in Mistress Cooper's eyes was skeptica . "Well see. Now—George will have afew questions.



Shdl | bring himin?It'sbest he knowsal." Alannanodded. The woman opened the kitchen door,
cdling, "Stop listening a keyholes, my son."”

George waked in and lounged againgt the kitchen table, looking anxioudy at Alanna. "All'swell then?'
"Shelll befing hismother replied. "Tea?"

"Isit that caming teaof yours? Gods know | need it. So, youngling—the truth, now."

Alannatold them everything. "I can't op now," shefinished. "I didn't ask to be born agirl. It'snot fair.”
George waved an impatient hand. "Hush your nonsense,” he ordered. "Bein’ agirl hasn't dowed you
down yet. And surely you don't plan to stay a pretty young man dl your life?

"No, of course not. I'll tell them the truth when I'm eighteen and | have my shield.” She sighed. "If they
hate me—well—I'll have proved | can be aknight, won't I?1'll go into the world and have adventures.
They needn't ever see me again.” George raised his eyebrows. "1 haven't heard such foolishnessin al my
life. Areyou tdlin' us Jon will hate you? Gary? Raoul? Or your friend, Sr Myles? My ears are deceivin'
mel”

"But I'magirl," shecried. "I'm lying to them. I'm doing men'sthings—"

"And you do them better than most young men," George replied firmly. "Hush yourself. Think of them
hetin' you if it comesto be. And don't worry. Y our secret is safewith us." He hugged her around the
shoulders.

Alannarested her head againgt his chest, her eyesfilling with tears of gratitude. She blinked them away
and whispered, "Thank you, George." "I'm calin' you Alanna, when wereadone,” hesaid. "l think you
should be reminded of who you are.”

Alannaremembered her monthly cycle and said bitterly, "Fat chance | have of forgetting.”

Mistress Cooper chuckled, guessing what had prompted Alanna's remark.

Alannashrugged. "l supposeyou ingst—"

"l do," wasthe camreply.

"Just dont let it dip. I've cometoo far now."

"He doesn't forget details," Mistress Cooper said drily. "He must get it from hisfather, for he never had it
from me." She went into the room where she had first talked to Alanna.

George chucked Alanna under the chin. "I'll enjoy watchin' you grow up, lass. Count on meto help.”
Alannagripped hishand, meeting hiseyes. "' never thought for a second that | couldn't.”

"Y ou're probably the only person in the city besides me who can say that," George's mother commented,
returning. "He'sagood boy, even if heis crooked. Here. Sip thison.”

Alannalooked puzzledly at the gold symbol dangling from athin cord. She had never seen such aletter
before, and she could fed it radiating power. Quickly she dipped the cord over her head, tucking it under
her shirt. Thefeding of strange magic vanished.

"L et George's people bring me to you from now on," Mistress Cooper instructed. "1 doubt you'll need me
much, though. Give meyour hand.”

Alannaobeyed. The woman just touched her fingers, then pulled away asif she had been burned.

"Now what?' Alannawanted to know.

"Poor lass." There was pity in the woman's face. " The Goddess has Her hand on you. Y ou've been given
ahard path towalk." Shetried to smile. "Luck to you, Alannaof Trebond. You'll need it."

ALANNA wasjust dipping into her roomswhen Coram found her.

"Two guesses asto who'swantin' to seeye.”

Alannamade aface. "I couldn't help it. The problem was urgent.”

"Y er problem now is urgent, too," wasthereply. "The Duke'sfit to betied.”

For visiting the city without permission, Duke Gareth restricted Alannato the palace for two months. She
aso had to report to him during her time after the evening meal and run his errands. She took it without
complaint, snce she had no choice. She certainly couldn't tell adigpleased Gareth why she had ridden off
for thecity.

Her thirteenth birthday passed, and it was August before she was free to leave the palace again. Even
after she was taken off redtriction Alannaremained on her best behavior. The Duke of Naxen had never



been satisfied with her vague excusesfor her morning ride to the city, and he watched her, so she
watched hersdf.

Duke Gareth was not the only one keeping an eye on her. Sir Myles still observed her at odd moments.
Her friendship with the knight had degpened steedily, until she was spending some nights playing chess
with her older friend rather than joining the Prince and his circle. For onething, Mylestold fascinating
gories. Myles could aso explain why people behaved asthey did. Although fighting was becoming
second nature to her, Alannadidn't understand people. Myles did, and she turned to him for instruction.
They were playing chess onefal evening when Myles asked, "Have you ever seen my estates? They lie
just off the Great Road North, between here and Trebond.”

Alannafrowned at the board. "I've never been anywhere except Trebond and Port Caynn."
Mylesraised hiseyebrows. "Y ou should see more of Tortall. Did you know | have ruins up at Barony
Olau dating back to the Old Ones?"

Alannawas fired with curiosity. She knew alittle about the Old Ones. They had sailed across the ocean
to build acivilization north of the Inland Sea. Bits and pieceswere dl that was | eft: parchmentsthat lasted
centuries, mosai cs showing white citieswith high towers—and ruins. Theroya paace was built on the
remains of one of their cities. Alanna had always wanted to know more about these people who had
come before hers.

"Arethey good, your ruins?' she asked eagerly. "Have you ever found anything there?"

Myless eyes danced with amusement. "They're large, and I've found anumber of thingsthere. Would
you liketo ride up with me and have alook? Y ou're in check, by the way."

"I'd loveto go. D'you think it'strue, that the gods were afraid the Old Ones would challenge them, so
they rained fire on the Eastern Lands? There." She moved her king out of danger. She glanced at Myles
intime to see an odd, thoughtful 1ook on hisface.

"l never knew you were so interested in the Old Ones—or the gods.”

Alannashrugged. "It's not something | talk about much. Duke Roger doesn't like to answer questions
about the Old Ones or the gods. Well, he sayswe aren't old enough to understand. And the others aren't
very interested.”

"I don't think that'swise," Myles commented. " Our gods are much too busy in our livesfor usto ignore
them." He moved apiece. "Check, and mate."

Alannawas dressing for bed when Timon camefor her. She changed back into her clothes rapidly and
followed the servingman.

"What have ye done now?' Coram called after her. "Why does the Duke want to see ye thistime?"
"How should | know?" Alannasaid, turning to scowl at the soldier. "Maybe he likes my company.”
Instead of taking her to Duke Gareth's office, near the King's council chambers, Timon took Alannato
the Duke of Naxen's private study, in his persond suite. Alannawas shocked to find Duke Gareth
wearing a bright brocade dressing-gown.

Thetal man looked at her and Sghed. "'l suppose you know Sir Myles wants you to ride with him to
Barony Olau tomorrow?"

Alannagulped. "He mentioned my visiting him, but | didn't know it'd be today or tomorrow, saving your
Grace's presence, Sir." She twined her hands nervoudly behind her back.

The Duke smiled thinly. "I'm not angry, if that'swhat's making you babble. I'm smply puzzled. | wasn't
aware the two of you were so close."

Alanna shifted her weight on her feet. "We play chess, sometimes.” she admitted. "And | wait on him at
dinner—you gave methat duty, Sr.”

"Sol did."

"And he knowsthings| don't understand. | can talk to him, sr." Alannablushed. "I didnt meanto
imply—"

Theman actudly grinned. "Don't put your foot in it any more than you have, lad. I'm not here to be your
nanny. And I'm not displeased that you and Myles arefriends. It's good for you to have an older man to
talk to. If your own father had any—" He stopped short. Alannawas surprised to see him blush faintly.
"That was uncaled for. Forgive me, Alan."



"I know of nothing to forgiveyou for, sr," she said honestly.

"All right, then. Y ou'd better get some deep. Mylesplans an early gart. I'll have Coram wake you. Y oull
be gone for aweek. | expect you to keep up with your studies, or I'll think twice about any other outings
of thissort.”

"Thank you, your Grace." Alanna bowed deeply and hurried from the duca presence. Sheran back to
her rooms, to find Coram waiting up for her. Shetold him her news, hardly able to stand still from the
excitement. "And the Duke wears ared-gold brocade dressing-gown. Can you imagine?"' she asked as
she disappeared behind her dressing screen.

Coram chuckled. "It'sthingslike that that remind me who ye are. Sometimes even | forget yere not a
lad.”

Alanna, in her nightshirt, popped into bed as Coram doused the candles.

"Coram?"' she said when he had settled under his own blankets.

"Aye?”

"D'you think anyone else has—guessed—that I'm not aboy?’

The man yawned. "Unlikely. Y €ve taken too much care with yer disguise. Now, go to deep. Or at least
let me get some. The dawn weatch'll be the degth of me."

Alannawas up, dressed and packed when Coram came for her the next morning. He handed her aroll
and aglassof milk. "Drink and egt," he ordered her sternly. "Did ye get any deep last night?'

She grinned sheepishly. "I don't think s0."

"Well, behave yersdf and don't gulp that milk. He won't leave without ye."

Coram was right. Myles was awaiting her in the courtyard, dressed for riding. The very thought of Myles
riding made Alanna stare. Somehow she had never envisioned the older man on ahorse. Then she
scolded herself mentaly. Myles had had to pass dl the tests she did. How could he have been knighted
otherwise?

She enjoyed the day-long ride to Barony Olau. Myles had plenty of storiesto tell, and it wasniceto
forget paace discipline. The sun was beginning to sink in the west when they turned off the Great Road.
Unlike Trebond, Barony Olau was no fortress built to fight off mountain bandits and raiders from Scanra.
Myless homewas set in along valley and surrounded by acres covered with brown stubble. Toward the
hills Alanna could see rows of trees.

"My people arefarmers,” Myles explained, seeing the direction of her gaze. "Barony gpples are thefinest
in Tortal—if | do say so mysdif.”

"It'salot different from Trebond," Alannareplied. She stroked Moonlight's neck—for Moonlight's
comfort or her own, shewasn't sure.

The rooms Myles gave her were small and comfortable. The floors were covered with bright rugs. A fire
burned in the hearth, and the windows didn't et any drafts chill the air. Alannathought of her own home
again and sighed.

The servants were polite and well-spoken. When she explained her love of privacy to the man Myles
sent to wait on her, he bowed and replied, "Asthe young master wishes." She did not know the man
went immediately to Myles and relayed her wishes, or that Myles sat up very late thinking.

Over breskfast the next day Myles asked, "Are you up to the ruins? Well have to go on foot—the
ground'stoo uneven for horses.”

She was more than eager to get started. After gulping her breskfast, Alannarushed to change clothes.
She donned thick stockings, heavy breeches, awarm shirt and a sturdy coat before pulling on her most
comfortable boots. As an afterthought, she thrust apair of glovesinto her coat pocket. Alannadid not
like the cold, and the days were turning crisp.

When she joined Myles, she found he was dressed like shewas. "No, Ranulf," he wastelling his major
domo. "No servants." He chuckled. "I think you'd have trouble getting anyone to go with us.”

Ranulf nodded. "Y ou're right enough there, my lord. Y ou'll return before dark? I'll have even more
trouble getting a search party out for you once the sun's down."

"Wdl before dark,” the knight promised. "Weé're off then."

Alannawaited until they were away from the castle before asking, "Why don't your servantslikethe



runs?'

"My people claim they're haunted," he said. "But | doubt it. I've explored them for years without seeing a
sngleghog.”

"Why explore them so much?"

"I'm writing a paper about the place," wasthe reply. "I want to show how the house waslaid out, who
lived there, how they lived. I'm amost finished. He tugged his beard. "1 doubt many will read it, but the
work gives me satisfaction.”

Alannashook her head. She was no scholar. "Why bring me here?' she asked, to change the subject.
"Because | was compelled,” Myles answered.

She stopped dead. "Y ou were what?"

"l was compelled,” he said patiently. "For seven nightsin arow | had the same dream. You and | were
exploring the ruins, dressed exactly aswe are now. When | asked Gareth to let you accompany me, the
dreams stopped.”

"Oh"

"Oh, indeed.” They gtarted forward again. "1'm an everyday man. | like my books and my brandy and my
friends. | like everything inits place, and | liketo know today where I'll be tomorrow. When the gods
brush my life—they brush everyonéslife a some point—I get nervous. There's no accounting for what
the godswant."

The woods opened up, and Alannahated. The ruinslay before them. In some placesthe wallswere
taller than shewas. They were built with marble, and the stone gleamed asif it had been carved the day
before. A gate made of heavy black wood dangled half-off its bronze hinges.

"Shall we goin?' Myles asked. He led the way through the gates. Alannastopped just inside, scratching
her itching nose and looking around. The remains of the stone walls stretched before them in neat rows,
forming buildings and roomsingde the buildings.

Myles pointed, hisfinger describing alarge areawalled by stones. "1 think this wasthe main house. See
the door?' The knight tapped adab of black wood leaning againgt awall. "It'ssix centuriesold, at least.”
He moved ahead confidently. "I believe thiswasthe kitchen,” he went on as Alannafollowed. "When |
was younger, | found cooking implements here. I'll show them to you when we get back.”

"What are they made of 7' she asked.

Myles rubbed his nose. "It looks like bronze or copper, but it polishesto a higher shine than new metdl. |
think it's the coating they were dipped in. The Old Ones treated everything with it—metal, wood, paper.
Anything that might show age. They wereterrified of aging.”

Alannagared a him."Sir?"

"No, lad, | didn't pull that out of thin air." Mylesgrinned. "I can read their writing. From what | have read,
they feared aging more than anything.”

Alannabegan to explore, keeping a sharp eye on the ground. A glint at the edge of amarble block
caught her attention. It was a spearhead. She rubbed it until it shone. Looking around, she saw brackets
carved in the stone blocks lying nearby. Those brackets would essily fit spears, swords, axes—
"Myled" shecdled. "I think | found the armory!”

Theman cameover. "l agree. And you made another find." He examined the spearhead. "I'm interested
in cooking gear, not weapons. Y ou'll probably find more of these. Y ou're asharp fellow, Alan.”

In the corner of the armory Alanna discovered agreat piece of sonelying on the ground. Unlike the
blocksthat formed thewalls, thisdab wasjet black. A metal handle was set in one sde. Alanna rubbed
it with her shirtdeeve.

"What makes you say that?" she asked, squinting at the edges of the dab.

"How many thirteen-year-old boys could cometo a place like this and figure out where the armory was?"
She tugged at the handle. The stone didn't move. "Myles, you seem to think I'm specid. I'm not, redly.”
Shetugged again, with both handsthistime.

"It won't move," he said. "Mithros knows | tried often enough. | think it's just the armory door."
Alannabraced her feet firmly and gripped the handle. "Maybe if you'd give me ahand—" she muttered,
tugging with dl her strength. Myles was coming to help her when there was a groan of mechanismslong



unused. Alannajumped out of the way asthe great dab did toward her. It uncovered astairway, leading
down into darkness.

Alannaturned, swesaty and triumphant, to find Myleslooking at her oddly. "Drat it, Myles, | just put my
back intoit!" she cried. "Any other boy could've doneit!”

"l was sixteen when | |ast tried to move that thing," Mylestold her dowly. "I had afriend with me, one of
the local lads who was my servant. He's the blacksmith now, and he was no wesakling then. We couldn't
budgeit.”

"Well—maybe there was dirt in the gears, and arain washed it away, or something,” she said crosdy.
She sarted down the steps. "Aren't you coming?'

"Don't befoolish, Alan," Myles cautioned. "We don't have atorch. That tunnd could lead anywhere. Y ou
won't get far without light.”

Shegrinned up a him. "Ah, but you forget. | do havelight." She held up a hand, concentrating on her
palm. Sweat formed on her upper lip as shefdt the magic uncurl insde her. Something ese uncurled in
the tunndl, but sheignored it for the heat building on her palm. When she opened her eyes, her hand was
glowing with abright violet shine. "Come on," she called, trotting off down the passage.

"Alan, | order you to come back herel"” Myles shouted.

"I'll beright back!" she called. She could fed a strangeness around her—no, two strangenesses. One
frightened her. It was black and ghostlike, hovering just outsde the light shed by her magic. The other
cdled her with ahigh, snging voice she couldn't have ignored even if she wanted to. Her nosetickled,
and she sneezed severd times. The singing filled her mind, drowning out Mylessvoice.

Her light struck something that broke it into a hundred bright fragments. She didn't notice the darkness
closing in behind her as she picked up something that glittered beautifully. It was acrysd, attached to the
hilt of asword. Long and light, the blade was encased in a battered dark sheath. Alannas hand trembled
assheliftedit.

"Myled" she shouted. "Guesswhat | found!"

"Get back here!" he yelled. Shelooked up, dlarmed. There wasfear in Mylessvoice. "A sorm's coming
up—andif it'snaturd, I'm apriest!”

Suddenly the light of Alannas magic went completely out. Darkness swirled around her inlong tentacles
that tightened on her body. She opened her mouth to scream for Myles, and no sound emerged. She
fought to bresthe and fought to throw her magic into the stifling blackness, but nothing happened. She
tried to shove it away with her arms and legs and found the blackness had bound her tight. It was
squeezing her ribs, forcing the air from her lungs. Alannagasped for breath. The darknessfilled her mouth
and nose. Brilliant lights burst in her head, and she struggled like a crazy person. Nothing affected the
darkness. Her struggles got weaker and weaker. Shetried to fight even harder, but it was hopeless. She
was dying, and she knew it.

For thefirst timein her life, Alannastopped fighting. She had used up dl her air, dl her strength, al her
magic. She was weaponless. The darkness was entering her brain, and she was dying. With an inner
sgh—amost one of relief—she accepted that fact. As her knees buckled, Alannatook the knowledge of
her own death and made it part of her.

The crystd on the sword blazed, its light penetrating the darknessin her brain. Suddenly the fearful grip
on her body and mind relaxed. She drew in alungful of air, shocked to find that she ill could. She
opened her eyes and closed them, nearly blinded by the blazing crystd.

Somewhere outsde Myleswas calling for her, hisvoice nearly drowned out by approaching thunder.
Alannaused the crystd's light to guide her back to the entrance of the tunnd, fedling the blacknessin full
retreat before her. Still shaky, she scrambled to the surface. As she entered the upper air, the crystal
went dark once more.

Alannaglanced at the sky. Black clouds boiled overhead; lightning was dready striking afew leagues
away. Myles seized her arm and pulled her from the tunnel entrance just as the dab ground over it once
more. Alanna stared at it, wondering just what was going on. She had accepted death. Why wasn't she
dead?

"No timeto ponder it!" Mylesyelledin her ear. "Let'sgo!"



They headed for the castle at arun, Myles haf-carrying a bewildered Alanna. The high wind whipped
twigs and branchesinto their faces, and within moments they were drenched by the sudden ondaught of
ran.

Inside the castle, Barony servants steered them to hot baths and dry clothes. Alanna bathed and
changed, still not believing she was dive. Picking up the sword, she went to find her friend.

Myleswas awaiting her in hismorning room. A room like thiswould never have been found in afortress
like Trebond: the huge windows overlooking the valley were too vulnerable to enemy archers. Here at
pesaceful Olau, Myles could see hisfields, the distant village, even the Great Road on aclear day. Now
he sat in adeep chair, watching the rain streaming down the glass. A steaming pitcher and two mugs
were at hissde.

"Have atoddy," he said, handing afilled mug to her. "You look asif you need it." Alannadtared &t the
steaming liquid, trying to remember what she was supposed to do withit. "Drink up, lad,” Myles urged
gently. Hedrained his own mug and refilled it, watching her.

Alannasat carefully in achair, staring out the window. Finally she raised the mug to her lips and sipped.
The hot liquid sent ripples of fire running through her. Perhaps she was dive, after al. She took another
large swallow, and another.

"| thought | wasdead,” shesaid a last. "1 guess not.” She handed him the sword. "Here. | found thisin
thetunnd.”

Myles examined the sword carefully without taking it from the scabbard. Heran hisfingersaong the
sheath, rubbed the metd fittings with histhumb and squinted at a candle-flame through the crysta. "What
happened?' he asked as he looked the sword over.

Shetold him in afew brief words, watching every movement of hisface.

"Isthe crystd magic?' he asked findly.

"I don't know. My magic doesn't make it work. It only—it only cameto lifewhen | quit fighting to stay
dive”

"l see," he murmured. "Y ou accepted death—and the stone saved your life.”

Thisdidn't make senseto Alanna, so sheignored it. "Aren't you going to draw the blade?’
Myles|ooked out the window thoughtfully. " Storm's letting up,” he observed.

Alannashifted impatiently in her char. "Well?'

"No—I'm not. You are." Mylesheld the sword out to her.

"l can't!" she protested. "They're your ruins. It belongsto you."

Myles shook his head. "Y ou haven't been paying attention. | was compelled to bring you here. Y ou
opened the passage when I'vetried to do it for years, and failed. Something happened down there, and
the sword protected you. And don't forget the storm. | can take ahint, Alan."

"It belongsto you," she protested, amost tearfully.

"It never belonged to me." Hethrust it at her. "L et's see what shelooks like, lad."

Reluctantly Alanna stood and took the sword. The hilt fit her hand asif made for her. She closed her
eyes and drew the sword.

Nothing happened. She glanced at Myles, embarrassed. Her friend was grinning at her.

"l fed slly," she admitted.

"After what happened this morning, | was expecting something dramatic, mysdlf. Well?'

Alanna hefted the blade. It was thinner than abroadsword, and lighter, with a broadsword's double
edge. The meta was lightweight, with asilver sheen. Shelightly touched athumb to one edge and cut
hersdf. Grinning with delight, shetried afew passes. It felt wonderful in her hand.

"What will you cal her?' Myles asked.

She didn't question Myless cdling the blade a"her.” " Seeing's how it brought such areaction
from—from—"

"From whatever guardsthe ruins?"' the knight suggested.

"| guessthat wasit. Anyway, seeing's how it brought on astorm and al so fast—how about 'Lightning'?"
Mylesraised hismug inatoast. "To Alan and Lightning. May you never meet a better blade.”
Alannadrained her own mug. "Uh—Myles?' she sammered, diding her bladeinto its sheath.



"Hm?" The knight was not deceived by her innocent tone.

"|—I would rather nobody el se knew about—well, what happened. Could—could we just say | picked
Lightning from your armory?"

"Youll tdl Jonathan, won't you?"

"Of course. But—I don't want anyone elseto know. If that'sdl right with you."

"Certainly, lad. Asyou wish." Mylesrefilled his mug, wondering what—or whom—Alan was afraid of.

ALANNA expected people to notice Lightning—she would have been hurt if they hadn't. Even Duke
Gareth asked about it, as did Captain Sklaw. "Not enough weight,” the Captain grunted when hefirst
lifted it. When he tested the edge, the look on his face changed to one of respect. "It'll do,” he said findlly.
Alanna had to be content with that. Everyone accepted the ideathat Lightning was agift from Sir Myles,
though Alannatold Jonathan the truth, privately. The Prince was fascinated by her experience and asked
agood many questions. He even tried his own magic on Lightning, attempting to make the crystal glow.
Nothing happened, and the Prince finaly gave up, saying the exercise was giving him aheadache.
Alannatold Coram the truth aswell. She felt she owed it to her old comrade. Coram said nothing, but he
would not touch the sword ether.

When George asked to see Alannas new blade, she handed it over willingly. To her surprise, the thief
yelped and dropped the weapon. He made her pick it up.

"It'sfilled with magic, and of akind I've never encountered,” he said. "Y ou tell me ‘twassmply hangin'in
Sr Mylessarmory?*

Alannaopened her mouth to lie, then closed it. When she spoke, it was the true story she gave. George
heard her out, shaking his head in wonder. "Y ou accepted something?' he remarked. " You?"

"I didn't have any choice," she snapped. "'l was going to die whether | wanted to or not. But when |
Sopped fighting it—"

"When you accepted it."

"Will you stop dithering about accepting things, George? Anyway, that's when the crystal worked. And |
haven't been able to makeit work since.

"Hmph. Well, I'm glad you escaped—and I'm gladder il that Lightning is strapped to your waist.”
George nodded at the sword. "A magic blade—whether you can work the magic or no—may well come
in handy."

Someone else noticed that Lightning was not dl she seemed. When Alannawaked into her sorcery class
for thefirgt time after her return from Olau, Duke Roger smiled at her. "1 hear you have anew sword,
young Alan. May | seeit?’

Alanna heditated. She did not want to hand her sword over to Duke Roger, and she had no reason on
earth for feding that way. Reluctantly she unclipped the sheath from her belt. She could fedl Jonathan
watching her suspicioudy, wondering what was taking her so long.

"It'sjust ablade Sir Myles had around,” she said. "I don't think—"

"I've made alifelong study of the art of sword-smithing,” Roger told her. He held out ahand. "Letf'ssee”
Alannagaveit to him, hating him at that moment more than she had ever hated anyone. She quickly
doused the emotion.

Roger froze, his eyes going wide. Hisface turned pae, and the knuckles of the hand gripping Lightning
were white. Suddenly the air around him turned adark, shimmering blue. Ingtinctively Alanna stepped
forward to snatch her sword away, but the color vanished as quickly asit had appeared when the Duke
carefully put the sword on the table.

"How did you get this?' Helooked at her, his eyes commanding. " Spesk up! How did you get it?"
Alannaturned red, and her chin stuck forward dangeroudy. "I got it from Sir Myles," shereplied, fighting
to keep hold of her temper. "I stayed with him last week, and he gave it to me."

"He—gaveit to you. Just like that."

"It wasin hisarmory—sir." Alannacould fed her shoulders getting stiff with anger. "Nobody wasusing it,
and heknew | didn't have asword of my own." She reached over and picked up Lightning. "By your
leave, your Grace." She clipped the sword to her belt, buying time to get her rage under control.



"| see. Youre certain that'stheway of it? Y ou aren't withholding some—some insignificant detail?
Something you think would not interest me?' Roger's voi ce was quivering with—what? Rage?
Impatience? Fear? Alannawasn't sure. The Duke redlized the boys of the class were staring at this break
in hisusua cam charm, and hetried asmile.

"Forgivemeif | pressyou, Alan. Did you know thisblade is magic?'

Alannalooked up. Her face was innocent, wide-eyed and bland. Jonathan recognized the look Alan
wore when he was about to tell hismost outrageous lies. It was obvious to Jon that there was something
about Lightning that had shaken his cousin Roger loose from his normal smiling seif, and that Alan did not
want to tell the truth about the sword. Keep it simple, the Prince thought to his redheaded friend. Hell
spot the lie if you make it fancy.

Jonathan did not have to worry. "Magic, your Grace?' Alannawas saying. "l just like the heft of it. It's
lighter than most swords, but—"

"Therésmagic in your sword, Alan," the Duke interrupted patiently. Alannahid a satisfied smile. Roger
believed her! "It isold magic—far older than anything you've encountered, probably. That would explain
why you didn't redlize immediately that the sword is unusud. Can you make the crystal glow? No, don't
look at measif | wereraving. Try to makethe crysta glow.”

Alannamadeit look asif she wastrying. She used her Gift to bring swest to her face and to color the air
around her alight violet. Shewould walk to Trebond and back before sheld try to really work the crysta
for Duke Roger! In any case, she hadn't been able to make it work before. Thistime would be no
different.

"Very well," Roger sad findly. "Stop.

Y ou're only tiring yourself. The magic that could unleash the powersin the crysta—and the sword—is
lost to usforever." Thisat least sounded honest, as did the discouragement in the sorcerer'svoice. "A
shame. Does Sr Myles know how old the sword is? Or that it is magicdl in nature?

"I don't know," Alannahedged. "1 think he does—he found it in some ruins near Barony Olau. He said
the ruins belonged to the Old Ones. May | st down now, Sir?"

Roger stood, turning hisjewelled rod in hisfingers. "Of course. | have delayed our lessontoo long asitis.
Take care of that blade, Alan, if only becauseit isvery old and very vauable. | am certain Sir Myles,
noted scholar that heis, was aware of its value when he gaveit to you. A mark of esteem from an
estimable man." He stared off into distance for amoment, then faced his class. "Today we begin the study
of illuson. Before you learn the practice—the casting—of illusions, you must first learn the theory behind
making things seem to be what they are not.”

Alannatook her seat and watched the Duke of Conte recover his presence. Herelaxed, and the
amaospherein the room relaxed. Once again the boys were hanging on his words with obvious ddight.
Alanna, however, was not listening. Instead she fingered the crystd a Lightning's hilt, thinking about what
had just happened. The Duke felt something powerful in her new sword. Moreover, he was afraid of
Lightning'smagic. That was something to remember.

Even more important, she redized, she didn't didike the Duke of Conte—she hated him. She hated him
with a deep, fierce energy she had never known she had, and she didn't have the dightest idea why.

ONE snowy night Alannawas leaving her specid indoor practice court after an hour with Coram's sword
and an hour with Lightning when she bumped into Stefan. "L ookin' for ye," the hostler muttered. He was
nervous at being insde the paace. "George sent thisalong.” He thrust awad of paper into her hand and
rushed back to his beloved horses.

A single sheet of paper with George's handwriting was folded around a sealed envel ope. Alanna hurried
to her rooms and bolted the door. Sitting on her bed, she read George's note:

"Seems your brother took you at your word when you said to send your letters through me. Here's
one—G."

Alannabroke the sedl on theletter with fingersthat shook. Until now the twins had only exchanged
cautious notes, since Duke Gareth received dl the pages mail. Thom was apoor |etter-writer, in any
case. This, however, was different. After learning Alannas true identity, George had offered to smuggle



lettersto and from the City of the Gods. Thiswasthefirg totally honest chance to communicate with
each other that the twins had had in dmost three years.

Dearest Alan, (Thom wrote),

I'min the Mithran cloisters now. At least | don't have to put up with giggling girlsall the time.
They made us shave our heads, but | supposeit'll grow back by thetime | leave. We wear brown
robes. Only Initiates wear orange.

I'm glad you got someone safe to pass our letters through, even if you took your time about it.

But, | suppose they keep you busy. How's Coram? Is he happy in the Palace Guard? Maude comes
by every six months or so to check on me. She acts as if she were a chicken and | a duck she
hatched by mistake. She says Father isworking on a paper tracing the Rylkal Document. | wish
him luck. He should be busy with that for the next ten years.

We can trust this man George, can't we? | ask because it's important. A certain noble sorcerer has
been asking questions up here about me. | think you know who—the one who had such an interest
inyour Lightning. Watch him! He has a reputation for slowing down, sometimes stopping the
careers of young sorcerers who may turn out to be as good as heis. It's a warped kind of
compliment—you must have himworried enough that he had to check and see if your twin was
like you. I think he's been thrown off the track where it concerns me. | play it stupid here. It would
help if you spread the word down there that your twin isn't too bright. Say | was dropped on my
head, or something, when | was little. That's what my Masters believe, anyway. | know a lot more
than they think | know, and | practice at night, when the others are asleep.

Enough bragging. Your friend has secrets, and he has a reputation for being dangerous. The
Masters here say he's the best in the Eastern Lands, and they ought to know. Here's a piece of
City of the Gods gossip you'd better think over. We heard of the Sweating Fever when it was over
with, and you wrote some of the details— wish | could've seen it! A fever caused by sorcery that
drains and kills healersis a magical working you hear of oncein a lifetime. Everyone was, of
course, naming all the living sorcerers who could be powerful enough to pull off such a thing.
Only three names came up much—your smiling friend's name was one. True, you say he was in
Carthak. But wouldn't a sorcerer powerful enough to strike down an entire city with a sickness be
powerful enough to do it from leagues and leagues away? And who is between him and the
throne? | wouldn't want to be the Prince, not with him for my only heir.

Well, it's only a theory. Give me a few more years, and we'll give your smiling friend a run for his
money. Till then, speak softly to him and let him think you like him. People who've let it be known
they don't like him sometimes disappear—or die of strange diseases.

I've tried looking in on you in the fire, but you're shielded by forces | haven't encountered before.
You aren't holding out on me, are you? Good luck to you. | expect we'll be hearing from each
other more often now. Take care, and watch the nobleman | mentioned.

Your loving brother, Thom.

Alannaread the letter three times, then burned it until only fine grey ash wasleft in her fireplace. Thom
had given form to some of her worst suspicions. She wished she could discuss her fedings about Duke
Roger with someone, but Jonathan and the boys worshipped him, and Alannadidn't think she had
anything substantia enough to confide to Myles. She sighed and added alog to the fire. Maybe she could
say something to George. It was dl too complicated for one page to figure out.

Asto being shielded by mysterious forces—Thom was being silly. As soon say the gods themselves were
looking out for her! If Thom's mention of guardian forces dovetailed with Mistress Cooper saying the
Goddess was interested in the things Alanna did, or Coram's theory that the gods had protected Alanna
through Duke Roger's questioning—wadll, that was for Thom, Coram and Mistress Cooper to worry
about. Alannahersdf had enough problems.

WINTER passed quietly. Alanna occupied al her time with lessons, working every extrahour she had so
she could be as good as, if not better than, the boys. Her lessonsin sorcery went on week after week,
with Duke Roger keeping a careful eye on his students progress. He was very big on theory, she soon



discovered, and would often spend severa weeks on the ideas behind a spell before permitting them to
try aspdl in concrete form. It made for very dow study. Many of the pells Roger chose for them to
learn were ones Alanna had already learned from Maude. Keeping Thom's wordsin mind, she chose not
to tell Roger she already knew these spells, some of them in more advanced forms. Instead she peeked
ahead in the scrolls Roger gave them to read and found hersalf looking at books of magic that shewas
supposed to leave alone. She suspected that Jonathan was ddliberately locking himself into a secluded
library a night and practicing more advanced spells from areader Roger had forbidden them to touch;
but Alanna chose to say nothing, either to Roger or to Jonathan. What Jon did was his business, after dl.
She herself never bothered to tell anyone where she disappeared to when she went to work with
Coram's sword in secret.

Onefreemorning, safein George's rooms, Alanna caught hersdlf trying the spell for the shiding Wall of
Power that wasin one of George's books. The moment she saw awall of glittering purplefire go up
around her, she shouted "So moteit be!" and broke the spell. "What am | doing?" she asked Georgein
disgud.

Georgetook her handsin hisbig ones. ™Y ou're doing the smart thing. Oh, you'll be agreat knight and
rescue ladies and day dragons and the like, but not al the monsters you meet are dragon-shaped.
Remember what your brother said about Jon's smilin' cousin.”

Alannagave himlook for look. "Do you think theré's danger from Duke Roger?"

George shrugged and released her hands. "1'm but a poor, uneducated city lad,” he replied, hishazel eyes
twinkling. "1 only know if someone hands me awegporn—any wegpon—and | can useit, useit | will.
Andthink onit, Alanna What's the line to the throne, with no children after Jonathan?'

She counted on her fingers. "The King. The Queen. Jonathan. And—and Duke Roger." She snapped her
fingersin exasperation. "Y ou and Thom are silly. If Duke Roger wantsto be king so bad, and he's so
al-fired powerful, why doesn't he take the throne now?"

"Because some powerful people surround it, lass," George replied. "1'd not want to have Duke Gareth for
my enemy, no, nor my Lord Provost either. That quiet Sir Myles of yours bears some hard watchin'. And
look at Jonathan's own friends: Gary, who's sharper than hisfather even; Alex, who'sarare hand with a
sword; you, with your Gift; and your brother in the City. HEs going to wait, our smilin' friend." George
tossed an appleinto the air and speared it with his dagger. He picked it up and tugged it off the blade,
biting into it thoughtfully. "Hell find out who stopped Jonathan from dyin' durin’ the Swestin' Sickness.
Hell make friends and sow favors. Helll take King's people and make them his people. Hell get rid of
some who would never cometo him. Then helll strike." He pointed the dagger at her. "So learn your
spells, youngling. Y ou'll need them before your lifé's out. Unless I'm mistaken, the Duke of Conte doesn't
like you any morethan you like him."

WHILE Alannamixed swordplay with spells—both where no one could watch her—Jonathan met the
people of hiscity. That winter he and Alannawent down to the Dancing Dove whenever they could.
Here Jon was "Johnny," the rich merchant's son George had taken aliking to. At the Dancing Dove men
didn't fall respectfully silent when Jonathan spoke. They were morelikely totell him, Y erebut alad.
Wha d'ye know?Hush and ligen t' yer elders!”

Jonathan hushed and listened. He made friends with the most dangerous thieves and murderersin the
Eastern Lands. He learned to pick pockets and throw dice with ease. He flirted with flower girlsand
waiched asthieves divided their night's haul. He was seeing life very differently from the way it was seen
from the palace, and he was eager to learn al he could. No one ever guessed that the heir to the throne
was Sitting there, Spping atankard of ale and occasiondly tossing aset of dice.

Gary often went aong, and Raoul was eventually introduced to George and his circle. Jonathan
suggested Alex aso be brought along, but that was the winter Duke Roger asked that Alex be hissquire,
until Alex's Ordedl of Knighthood. Alanna didn't even have to say that she wanted no one so closeto
Roger to meet George—Alex was smply too busy to spare much timefor hisold friends.

Winter melted into spring, and combat training among the squires reached ahigh level of activity. Since
custom dictated that the Heir take the Orded if Midwinter came between his seventeenth and eighteenth



birthdays, it seemed likely that Jonathan would be needing a squire that year. And since they had reached
their eighteenth birthdays, Gary, Raoul and Alex would aso be taking the Orded of Knighthood. Al
three were watching the squires and the oldest pages, trying to make a choice.

Competition to be one of the favored four squireswas fierce. Jonathan, of course, wasthe Heir, and the
other three came from the noblest families of Tortall. Everyoneliked the big, somewhat shy Raoul. While
Gary's sharp wit and sharper tongue had made him enemies, he was a so respected. Alex was Duke
Roger's sguire, and some of the Duke's popularity had rubbed off on him. The squires and the pages who
would be made squires a Midwinter worked relentlesdy, particularly when one of the four wasin sight.
All, that is, except Alanna. Although she was to be made a squire that Midwinter, she did not consider
hersdlf to be in the running, and she said so. The other boys wanted to know why.

"It'sessy," sheexplained wearily. "Look at me. I'm the shortest, skinniest boy in the palace. My wrestling
isterrible, and I'm not that good a swordsman. No one will want aweakling like me for asguire.”

"But you're best on horseback, especidly since you got Moonlight," Douglass protested. "And you're
best at archery and tilting and staff-fighting and weapons. And you're agood student—all the Masters
say S0, behind your back. Are you saying even Jonathan won't pick you?'

Alannamade aface. More than anything she wanted to be Jonathan's squire. " Jonathan most of al. The
Heir needs the best squire the kingdom can supply. My swordsmanship's too weak, and I'm too little.
Geoffrey of Meron'sgood. The Prince should pick him."

That was what she told her friends. She knew they didn't believe her, but she didn't care. The truth was,
shedidn't fed worthy of being someone's squire. Shewasagirl, and shewasaliar. And a any moment,
the truth could surface. In the meantime, the fact that she could aways be beaten at wrestling and that she
was only an average swordsman would do. Jonathan would pick Goeffrey or Douglass, and that would
betheend of it.

IN APRIL that changed. Lord Martin of Meron—Geoffrey's stern-faced father—rode north to visit his
son and to request additiona troopsfor hisfief. Fief Meron was better known as the Great Southern
Desart: leagues of sand stretching from the Coasta Hillsto the Tyran Pesks. This harsh land wasthe
home of the Bazhir, tribesmen not dl loya to the King or to hisgovernor, Lord Martin.

The morning after Lord Martin'sarrival, he conferred with the King and Duke Gareth for several hours.
The King had decided that Jonathan and the boys who would soon be knights should take this chance to
see what the Bazhir were like. The situation in the desert being what it was, the odds were good that
each knight would fight against the Bazhir at least oncein hislifetime. The squires, under the guardianship
of Sir Mylesand Lord Martin, would ride south with the new troops. The pages would have their own
long ride later in the summer to Fief Naxen, in the esst.

After this decison was made and lunch was eaten, Duke Gareth and Lord Martin went out to the fencing
yards. Lord Martin had once been famed for the quality of his swordsmanship, and he and the Duke had
aready had onefriendly match, the evening before. Now the two men took their seats at the side of the
yard, prepared to see what the older pages and younger squires|looked like.

"Let's see what they can do, Captain Sklaw," Duke Gareth instructed.

Sklaw looked around the yard, his one eye twinkling vicioudy. "Meron." Geoffrey bowed gracefully and
picked up his padded cloth armor. Captain Sklaw was grinning as he pointed. "Trebond. Y ou haven't
done free-style Sncethat first time. Let's see you fal over your own feet again.”

Alannafelt hersdf turning hot and cold with terror. Someone was shoving her practice padding into her
hands; numbly she put it on. Sklaw was right. She hadn't fought free-style—without each pass and move
aready assigned to her by Sklav—since that awful first bout with Sacherdll just ayear before. She had
done drill—endless repstition of the same movement—or one-on-one "plotted fighting™ in which each
member of the team had to make a certain set of movements dictated by

Sklaw, while the other member used the counter-moves Sklaw had given him. That sort of thing went
back and forth between two dudllersal afternoon, and it certainly didn't prepare anyone for free-style
dudling. In addition, she had her night practice and morning practice, but that was dways aone, and it
was only drill. Alannadrew deep bregths, fedling faint. Once again, here was Duke Gareth and Captain



Sklaw, and Coram was clearing the boys out of the central duelling area. She did the cloth helmet over
her head and accepted a sword from Douglass. With surprise she saw it was not the practice sword she
hed made, but Lightning.

Even Lightning isn't going to help me now, she thought, stepping up to the mark and bowing to
Geoffrey. She drew her sword and assumed the "guard” position.

"Begin!" Sklaw ordered.

Geoffrey lunged forward to attack. Alannaheld her ground, blocking his down-sweeping sword with a
forcethat jarred both their bodies. Following the " Crescent Moon" drill, she disengaged and swirled
Lightning around in ahaf-circle, cutting for Geoffrey'ssde. Thetaller boy hurriedly blocked her and
lunged back out of the way, bewilderment showing in his dreamy hazd eyes. Alanna, unthinking, followed
with the second strike of the Crescent Moon, swinging Lightning back in the other direction and forcing
Geoffrey to block her again, rather than attack. ("It's always better to attack than to defend,” Coram had
told her when they talked about fencing late at night. "Always. Y e don't win with defense—ye only hold
th' other feller off, or wear him down. Attack and have done with it!™)

Alannaattacked, fedling divorced from her arm as she moved through pass after pass. She saw an
opening and her hand took the chance to swing her sword into it. She never took the time to think about
what shewas doing. Instead, her muscles remembered the patterns of endless drills, repeated over and
over with atoo-heavy sword. Geoffrey would move to attack or to block, and Alannas arms and body
remembered the move that always followed such an attack or such ablock. Sweat poured into Alanna's
eyes and she shook it away, sumbling dightly. Geoffrey took advantage of the brief moment of
unbalanceto lungein for agtrike that would end the bout. Instead Alanna did Lightning around his sword
like ametal snake, twisting her blade deftly. The sword flew from Geoffrey's hand, and he was unable to
grab for it. In the same move with which she disarmed him, a panting Alanna presented the tip of her
sword at the cloth that covered the bridge of Geoffrey's nose.

The boy stepped back and knelt. "I yield," he said. He looked up at her and grinned. "Well fought, Alan!
Very wdl fought!"

She stared a him, gasping, feding asif her lungswere on fire. Then sheredized the sound in her ears
was cheering. Her friends, infact al of the pages and squires, were cheering for her.

"Very good, Aram," Duke Gareth murmured to Captain Sklaw. "Y ou've turned out a matchless
swvordsman.”

“‘Twasn't me, yer Grace," Sklaw growled, staring at the page who was fumbling a hisarmor ties. " Twas
thelad Trebond, and hedid it dl by himsdif."

THAT night Jonathan paid avisit to hisuncle.

"Sir?' hesaid politely. "I have afavor to ask. It's about thistrip to Persopolisin Fief Meron.”

The Duke of Naxen grinned. "Y ou know you have only to command me, Jon."

Jonathan chuckled. "But will you obey? Uncle, I'd like Alan to come with us. Y ou said the pageswill be
going out to Naxen later this summer. He could stay behind then, to make up for it." The man looked into
Jon'sface. "Thisisvery unusud, Jonathan.”

"l know," wasthe calm reply. "It's jus—Alan spends more time with Gary and Raoul and

Alex and me than he does with the pages. | think hed have more fun if he went with us. And Sir Mylesis
going, and he's—" The Prince stopped, then went on when he saw an understanding look on hisuncle's
face. "Mylesis abetter father to Alan than the Lord of Trebond is. | know we're supposed to speak well
of our elders, and Alan never complains, but—weve dl got eyesand ears.”

The Duke took a nut from abowl and cracked it. "Does Alan want to go to Persopolis?”

"l don't know," Jonathan said. "Probably, sncewereal going. If you mean does he know I'm asking
you, no, he doesn't. Knowing Alan, he can't imagine | would ask such afavor for him."

"Hm. Have you chosen asquire yet, Jonathan? In case you pass the Orded 7'

"I'm thinking about one," Jonathan replied calmly. "It isn't an easy decison.”

The man thought this over, findly nodding. "Aslong asthe other boys aren't resentful, | don't seewhy he
can't go with you."



Jon smiled. "They won't resent it. Sometimesit seemsasif he'sjust asmall squire who takesalot of
interest in what the pages do."

"Very perceptive of you. Will you notify Alan, or do you want meto?"

"You'd better tell him, Uncle. And thank you—from the bottom of my heart.” Jonathan kissed the Duke's
hand. He was half out the door when the older man's voice stopped him.

"Why doesthis mean so much to you, Jon?"

The Prince turned. "Because hes my friend. Because | dways know where he stands, and where | stand
with him. Because | think held diefor me, and—and | think I'd die for him. Isthat enough?'

"Y ou're being pert, nephew,” Gareth said with mock sternness. "Have Timon find Alan for me then.”
Duke Gareth's news shocked Alanna—she had never expected to be so singled out. She paid careful
attention to al hisingtructions asto her duties during the trip. Since she was to be the only pagein the
company, shewould wait on Lord Martin, Myles and Jonathan and run errands for the troop captain and
the squires. She would continue her lessons with Myles as her ingtructor.

Coram too was pleased with the honor, and his orders to her were as strict as the Duke's. She wasto
behave. No pranks was to be her watchword.

Alannatried not to let the news go to her head, athough she couldn't help but be excited. It surprised her
that the other pages were glad for her, rather than jealous. She didn't realize they did not see her as
another page—only, as Jonathan had said, asavery smal squire.

The night before they rode out, the boys and Myles were summoned to ameeting with Duke Roger. He
gathered them in the Great Library, waiting for them to settle down comfortably before speaking. Alanna,
tucked down between the large Raoul and the equally large Gary, where she wouldn't attract notice,
thought the Duke |ooked both handsome and impressive, dressed all in deek black velvet. A strangely
designed chain with asgpphire pendant hung around his neck, accenting his eyes.

"Doubtless you lads don't know why I'm talking to you," he said with hiseasy smile. "I daresay no one's
ever mentioned the Black City to you when they've discussed thistrip you're taking tomorrow.” He
shook hisdark head. "I don't think it'sa good ideato take you dl so close, but—well, | was overruled.”
Alannawas blinking aslights bounced off the sapphire. The shimmering of the jewe was making her
deepy. Angry at hersdf, she gave her arm astrong pinch. That woke her up. "The Black City isjust
barely within eyes-view of Persopolis,” the sorcerer went on. "In fact, the Bazhir have aroom specialy
designed in the western wall of the Persopolis cadtle. It's caled the Sunset Room, and the rumor isthe
Bazhir had it built so they could aways keep an eye on the Black City. Asif sheepherders and desert
men knew about such things" He sighed. ™Y ou won't be permitted near the City, of course. No oneis.
It's claimed theré's a curse on it, that no mortal being returns from the place alive—especidly if he's
young. Bazhir stories again, told around the campfiresto frighten the children, I've no doubt.”

The big man paced the room, ashadow panther with al eyeswatching him. "1 am certain the Bazhir have
crested wonderful monstersfor their bratlingsto fear. Thet isnot why | am cautioning you. Thereisevil
power in the Black City, an immense power that datesfar back intime, | do not know its nature. | have
never been so foolhardy asto think mysdlf strong enough to fight whatever waits there.” Roger had
stopped pacing. His eyes were fixed on Jonathan's. "1 don't need a seer's crystal to fed the evil in that
place from asfar away as Persopolis, just as a fisherman doesn't need aspecial glassto smell ahurricane
gpproaching. If 1 dare not risk it, none of you—untrained, untried—would stand a chance. Don't venture
near the Black City, under pain of degth and, perhaps, under the pain of losing your souls.” He amiled, his
eyeslocked with Jonathan's. "1 know when asword istoo heavy for meto lift.”

When Alannagot into bed that night, she was as puzzled as she had ever been. It looked to her asif
Roger had dared Jonathan to prove he was more of aman than his cousin, to prove he could brave the
Black City that Roger feared. And yet, that couldn't be true. Not even Roger would have the nerve, and
the coldness, to send his young cousin to certain death—would he?

7. TheBlack City
THE ride south was the longest and most demanding Alanna had experienced. They were just aday
away from Corus when the countryside changed. The hillswere rockier. The trees were shrunken and



twisted, and the ground plants seemed to fight for each drop of water they took from the earth. The
ground itsdlf was brown and dry, torn with cracks. Lizards, snakes and an occasional rabbit looked at
theridersasif they were invaders, and the sun felt ten times hotter. By the end of the second day'sride,
the cracked earth had turned to sand, and the hillsinto long dunes. They had reached the Great Southern
Desart.

At night Alannawaited on Lord Martin, Myles and the guard captain. She spent severa hours of the day
riding a Myless side, learning about the lives and customs of the people of thisland. Myleswas an
interesting teacher, and he knew much about the Southern Desert. Often she caught Lord Martin glancing
at the knight with respect in hishard eyes.

Alannawas not the only one taking lessons. Lord Martin lectured them al on surviva in such barren land.
Someday their lives might depend on knowing which plants stored water insde or how to find an oasis.
The closer they came to Persopalis, the more Bazhir they encountered. The desert people were hard
riders and reentlessfighters. They hid their women in goatskin tents. But al, men and women, she
sensed, watched the strangers through proud black eyes. Since she had aready guessed Lord Martin
didn't like his Bazhir subjects, Alannawent to Sir Myles.

"The Bazhir are unusua,” the knight admitted. "Martin does have reason to resent them.”

"| think he resents everybody," Alanna muttered.

Mylesignored that. "Y ou see, the Old King is said to have conquered al this country asfar south asthe
Inland Sea. Actudly, what he conquered was the hill country, to the east, and the coastline from Port
Legan to the Tyran River. He never actualy conquered this desert—it's far too big. Instead he worked
out treaties with some Bazhir and daughtered afew others. Now sometribes call Road their king. They
trade with the rest of the kingdom and try not to cause any trouble. The others are caled renegade. They
won't accept Road as king, and they make life difficult for those who use the Southern Road. Thetribe
that holds Persopalisisfriendly with the King, and that's very important. Persopolisisthe only city built
by the Bazhir."

Alannathought about thisfor amoment. "Why only one city?' she asked. "And why Persopoalis, out in
the middle of nowhere?'

"There arefive goringsin Persopalis” Lord Martin said harshly, bringing his horse up beside them. "Asto
why only one city—it's said they built it to guard the Black City." He snorted. "Foolishness, if you ask
me. Why build acity to guard another that you can scarcely see?’ He rode on back down theline.
Alannasguinted at Geoffrey'sfather. "I don't get it," she said. "He doesn't like the Bazhir—but His

Mg esty made him overlord of the Desert.”

"Martin doesn't like the Bazhir—and they don't like him—but heisfair,” Mylesreplied. "Héesfair if it kills
him. The Bazhir know that, so they'll ded with him. No one e se could have gotten their respect, eveniif it
isgrudging." Myles pushed back the hood of the burnoose he had worn since the second day out,
looking intently at her. "Why so interested, Alan?"

She shrugged. "No reason—I think. Excuse me. Lord Martin'swaving." She wheeled Moonlight and
trotted back down theline. She didn't know herself why she was so interested in the desert men.

It took aweek to reach Persopolis. At last they could seeits granite towers and wallsrising before them.
The city was built even stronger than fortresses like Trebond, and the weapons carried by its soldiers
were well-cared-for and much-used.

People lined the streets to greet their returning lord and to stare at the youth who would one day be their
king. While the Bazhir kept to the back of the crowds, watching in silence, the city dwellerswaved and
caled to the young nobles. Jonathan and hisfriends returned the greetings, asrelaxed asif they did this
every day, but Alannaguided Moonlight to a spot between Myles and the guard captain and stayed
there.

"What's the matter, youngling?' the soldier chuckled. " Shy?"

Alannablushed. He was right. But there was something e se. "Myles?" she asked softly. "Do the Bazhir
adways sare 07"

The knight tugged his beard thoughtfully. "Actudly, they try to ignore us northerners. Perhapsit's
Jonathan.”



"Um." Alanna's nervous grip on the reins made her horse fidget. Shetried to relax. The Bazhir were
saring at her, too.

A formal banquet began in the castle late in the afternoon. Everyone wore their finest. There were toasts
and long-winded speeches. Myles downed glass after glass of wine, and Alanna hid in acorner unless
summoned.

"Thereyou are." Myleswas only alittle unsteady on hisfeet. "Are you jea ous because Jonathan's the
center of attention? He's the prince, lad. Hell be the center of attention for along time." He drew adark,
well-dressed man forward. "Here's someone who can tell you more about the Bazhir. Ali Mukhtab, this
isAlan of Trebond, our page. Ali Mukhtab isthe governor of Persopolis Cagtle. Heisalso Bazhir. You
two talk—I'm off to ared bed a last." Mylestouded Alannas hair affectionately and |eft her donewith
Ali Mukhtab.

The page and the man sized each other up carefully. Alannasaw atal Bazhir with wanut brown skin,
glossy black hair and atrimmed black mustache. Hislarge dark eyes were framed with long black lashes,
and Alannawasto learn he rarely opened them wide. He did so now, and she shifted uncomfortably.
There was power in Mukhtab's gaze. He half-closed his eyes once more, smiling deepily.

"Y ou are not comfortablein this setting,” he remarked quietly.

Alannawas never fond of personal remarks. She changed the subject. "I like your vest," she announced.
The vest was an eegant garment, red velvet trimmed with gold. He smiled, and she knew he had seen
through her tactic.

"Sir Mylestells me you are curious about the Bazhir. Why? Surely ayoung man from anorthern fief can
havelittle interest in the desert.”

"A person can never tell where hell end up,” she said bluntly. "I understand northerners. I don't
understand the Bazhir."

"S0. A cat'scuriogty, aswell asacat'slove of privacy. Isit permitted to ask why only one page travels
inyour group?'

Alannadecided she liked this odd man. "His Highness asked if | could come, specidly. Were
friends—he and | and Gary and Raoul—the two big squires. And Alex—"

"The dark, secretive one," Ali Mukhtab interrupted. "He, too, islike a cat—but not one | would liketo
know. | am very fond of cats. At least three live in my chambers.”

"Alexisnt secretive, precisaly,” Alannademurred. "He's just—he's dways been that way. Can you
answer something for me? | know it'salittle rude, but I've got to ask.”

The Bazhir smiled and accepted two glassesfilled with agreen liquor being passed by afootman. He
gave oneto Alanna. "Drink," hetold her. "Youll likeit. By al means, ask me your 'little rude’ question.”
Alanna sipped the green stuff carefully. It tasted wonderful. "1—uh—I couldn't help but notice that Lord
Martin—uh—doesn't much like the Bazhir. | mean, he's supposed to befair and all—"

Ali Mukhtab grinned outright. ™Y ou areright. Heis painfully correct with us, and he cannot stand the sight
of us. Goon."

"If thet's S0, why are you—a Bazhir—the governor of his castle?"

Mukhtab turned hisglassin hisfingers. "Y our friend Myles said you were intdligent. He did not say you
were blunt.”

Alannablushed. "Myles said that about me?" Her blush deepened. "I never said | wastactful,” she
added.

"The post of governor in the castle of Persopolis goes by right to aBazhir," Ali Mukhtab explained.
"Lord Martin cannot change that, although | know he hastried to. It isin the treaty with the Old King. |
think our people would rise up if the king in the north tried to change the custom.”

"Over one castle postion?' Alannaasked. "That seemsalittie—wdll, extreme.”

"Thereisavery good reason for that tradition,” the Bazhir explained. He looked out the window &t the
dimming sky. "Infact, if you and your friends can leave discreetly, | will show you al something
interesting.”

WITHIN afew minutes Alannaand her friends had assembled in aback halway. Jonathan was the last



to arrive; he had more difficulty snesking away.

"If I hear one more noble tell me held like to see agreen city once again before he dies—" the Prince
muttered, his patience obvioudy worn thin. "What's up?'

Alanna performed hagty introductions, and the young men followed the governor down the hallway.

"I must admit to surprise,” Ali Mukhtab was saying to Jonathan. "1 did not think Alan's messagewould
lure you away from those who were s0 anxiousto have you like them."”

"Y ou took the sword by the point,” Jonathan replied, tweaking Alannas nose. "'If | were anyone el e,
they wouldn't have two words to say to me. But I'm the prince, and | think every man in that room
wanted something from me—except Lord Martin," he added, nodding to Geoffrey. "I didn't come here
to have people treating me asif I'm made of gold."

They stopped before awooden door. Mukhtab produced a brass key that matched the lock and handle.
"Thisisthe Sunset Room," hetold them, unlocking the door. "Only the governor of the castle holdsthe
key."

Thefive boyslooked at each other. Thiswas the room Duke Roger had mentioned, the room built to
watch the Black City. Its design wastotdly different from that of any other room in the castle. The stone
floors and walls had been coated with small, brightly colored tiles, which formed pictures. Many were of
the Black City and of the Bazhir. Alannapeered closdly at thewalls, touching them with gentle fingers.
"Itsvery old," shesadfindly.

"Even we do not know how olditis," Ali Mukhtab replied. The door opened once again. Servants
appeared with pillows and refreshments. The boys wandered over to the wall that looked out to the
west. There was no window to block out the desert air. Only the posts supporting the ceiling separated
the Sunset Room from the view.

The room was set high in the Persopolis wall. Before them stretched the Great Southern Desert, asfar as
their eyes could see. It was amagnificent sight, painted red-gold by the setting sun. Theview's only flaw
wasthat it faced the west, and the dying light shone directly into their eyes.

Suddenly Jonathan pointed. "That smal black speck—just wherethe sunis. That'sthe Black City?"

Ali Mukhtab nodded. "That isthe Black City, the doom of my people for centuries. Ever sncewe can
remember—and our memories reach beyond the days when your palace, Highness, was a paacefor the
Old Ones—our young people have been called to the Black City. Our masterslived there, the Nameless
Ones. They stole our souls and gave us farms and caitle. We swore never to farm again. Legends say we
stopped there when we came north, over the Inland Sea. The Nameless Ones welcomed us and asked
usto share their land and farm their crops. All this, thelegends say, was green and fertile” Ali's hand
swept over the leagues of empty sand. "When we saw that they were stealing our spirits, we rebelled.
We burned them and their city, and dl the land turned to dust. After we l€eft, never to return, we built
Persopalis, so that we might watch the City, dways."

"How could you burn them out, if they were so powerful ?* Gary wanted to know.

"They feared fire above dl things" the man replied. "Their spiritslinger in the City, but they cannot pass
the circle of fire we placed around their walls."

"Y ou said they call your young people,” Alex said. "What do you mean?"'

The man sghed. "Sometimes ayouth or amaiden will awaken in the night and try to ride to the City. If
they are stopped, they rave and scream and refuse their food, talking only of the City and of the gods
who wish them to come there. If we do not |et them go, they starve themsalves to death.”

"And if they go, they don't come back,” Jonathan said quietly.

"lan't it better to let them go?' Raoul asked. "Maybeit isn't the City at dl. Your lifeis—wdll, it'sharsh.
Maybe they redly go on to other cities, to live somewheredse.”

"Wewould liketo think so0," the governor of the castle replied. "But we have trained our young to be
honest." His eyeswere on Alanna as he said this, and she squirmed. "Those who leave usfor the citiesgo
with their families blessings—or curses—but they dwaystell usthat iswhere they go. Those who want
the Black City speak only of it, asif they could not lie about it if they tried.”

"It seems cruel to meto tie them up and keep them." Raoul yawned, settling onto a pillow and pouring
himsdf aglassof wine.



"To the Bazhir, even deeth by starvation is better than the fate we think awaitsthem there,” Ali Mukhtab
sad. "We have another legend—the Bazhir have many legends—that says one day we will be free of the
cal of the City. It saystwo gods, the Night One and the Burning-Brightly One, will go into the City to
battle with the immortalsthere. | do not know how true that may be." The Bazhir smiled. "Some, like
Lord Martin, say we have many legends because we possesslittle ese. Heis probably right.”

"Y our people seem to be old and wise," Jonathan said. He was standing by the window, watching the
last pool of sun disappear into the desert. "It's too bad no one has written ahistory of the Bazhir."

Ali Mukhtab looked at him. His eyes opened wide, fixing Jonathan with his strangely intent gaze. "Are
you interested in such things, Highness?'

Jonathan returned that powerful look evenly. "I haveto be" he said. "The Bazhir will be my people, too,
someday.”

Mukhtab bowed low. "I will seeif such ahistory can be found—or written."

"l look forward to reading it," the Prince replied. He followed hisfriends out into the hall.

"What astory,” Raoul grinned. "Ghouls and ghosts—| wonder what the truth was?"

"The mosaics on thewals hinted that the truth was pretty frightening,” Alex told him.

"The mosaics were done by the Bazhir," Gary pointed out. "Come on. It's bedtime and past.” They made
their way to their rooms, not noticing that Alan and Jon lingered behind.

"I wonder who they really were," Alannamused. "The Nameless Ones."

Jon's voice was casud. "An old enemy, made bigger to scare the young ones, | guess. It'sasensibleidea
There are probably alot of placesin those ruinswhere achild could get lost. Good night, Alan.”

She glanced sharply at him. First hewas very interested in the Bazhir, and now he was saying their
legends were storiesto scare children. That wasn't like Jonathan. The carefully innocent look on hisface
wasn't like Jonathan, either.

"Good night," she murmured, turning into her chamber. No one was waiting up for her, Coram being
back at the paace. If anyone had thought Alan might get into more trouble than usua without his
eagle-eyed servant to watch him, no one had mentioned it.

Alannablew out the lamp and undressed in the dark, still wondering about Jonathan's turnabout behavior.

SHE wakened suddenly, before dawn. Every nervein her body quivered, asif she were about to take a
test in the practice yards. She dressed swiftly, binding hersdlf tight and pulling aloose blue shirt over her
head. She tucked the shirt into her breeches, then struggled to get her riding boots over her stockinged
feet. Hands trembling, she buckled Lightning and her dagger at her sde. She didn't know why shewasin
such ahurry, and she didn't stop to think about it, either. At last she was ready and did out into the hall.
A light burned in Jonathan's room. Suddenly it went out. His door opened. Alanna, tucked into adark
niche, watched as the Prince dipped into the hall, fully dressed.

"Y ou must be crazy," she hissed as he closed hisdoor.

His eyes searched until hefound her in the shadows. Histeeth flashed in agrin. "Are you coming? I'm
going, with you or without you."

She followed, her well-used boots padding like cat feet on the floor. No one was awake down at the
stables. Quickly they saddled their horses. A gold coin bought the cooperation of the large Bazhir
dtationed at the city gate. Together they rode swiftly into the west.

THERE was no sand in the Black City, no dust—nothing to show that centuries had passed since people
lived there. The streetswere hard, black and bare, shining in the sun. The aien buildings—beautifully and
carefully carved—rose without break from the rock of the streets. If any tower was not part of the mass
of rock beneath their feet, they did not find it. The city roselike acluster of needles stabbing into the sky.
"It'svery nice," Alannasaid with approval when they were just insde the gate. "Now let's go back." She
remembered suddenly the vision she had seen of ablack city, not once but twice. Was she meant to be
here? Well, if shewas, she was scared.

"You can go," her friend replied, running ahand over acarving. "'I'm looking around some more.”
Alannashrugged and followed, her hand on Lightning's hilt. Maybe thiswas what she had to do. They



explored slently, peering into echoing buildings while the noon sun beat down on their heads. The gresat
towers were bare of everything—furniture, cloth, glass—except the carving that covered the entire city.
Alannaexamined these carvings with care. They showed strange animals and stranger people: men with
the heads of lions, women with bird'swings, great cats with human faces. Alanna had never seen anything
likeit. Now that she had, she wished she hadn'.

"| don't see bodies or skeletons," Jonathan whispered. "Those young Bazhir probably just took off for the
cties”

"Thenwhy are you whispering?' Her voice was equaly soft.

The Prince looked around, searching the windows and doorways. "I'm not sure—Y es, | am. Thisplace
isevil. Whatever has or hasn't happened here, the city is il evil, through and through.”

"I'm glad we |eft the horses outside,” was her only answer. Asthey ventured deeper and deeper into the
city, she kept close watch on the doors and windows around them.

They turned a sharp corner, and the city's central square lay before them. It was awide, flat reach of
stone, carefully polished and yet reflecting no light from its surface. Alannadecided it waslike saring into
ahuge pit covered with glass. It took al her nerveto step onto it, but step she did. The building in the
center of the square caled to her. Its Sdes were columns of plain black stone. The roof separated itself
from the columns with aborder of carving covered with gold. Topping along rise of Sairs, great doors
beckoned. She and Jonathan climbed up to the doors, feding smdler and smdler asthey climbed. The
doors stood open and waiting. Like the stone of the city the black wood of the doors was covered with
exotic pictures. The edges of the carvings were lined with gold.

When they reached the doors, Lightning began humming, its hilt trembling in Alannas hand.

" Jonathan—my sword—" she sammered.

"Hm?" The Prince was eying the doors.

"| don't think we should go in. My sword is—it's humming."

Jonathan shook his head. "I'm going to find out what's going on.” He stepped insde the temple.
Alannatightened her grip on her sword hilt and followed. ™Y ou know | can't let you comein here by
yourself," she sngpped as she caught up with him.

Jonathan grinned at her. "Of course. Why did you think | asked Uncleto let you come?”

"You planned thisdl aong!" she accused.

"I hate mysteries. This place has been onefor years. | knew you'd have the guts to come with me."
"But—Gary, Alex, Raoul," she protested. "They wouldve—"

"They would've grumbled dl theway here and then knocked me over the head when | tried to enter the
city. | knew you'd come and keep quiet.”

"That's because I'm the only one with insanity in my family," she grumbled.

Jonathan laughed, and the sound was eaten up by the air insde the temple. They walked forward dowly,
their hands on their sword hilts. There were no windows or torches, but aweird yellow-green light came
from somewhere. The walswere carved from the glassy stone, catching the light and making it ripple
along their surfaces. At the end of the chamber was alarge block of dark stuff that swallowed the light
without reflecting it.

"Thedtar," Jonathan whispered.

The light moved in ablinding wave across the room. When the eyes of the two humans cleared, ten men
and women were standing in front of the altar. Even the smdlest of the women wastdler than Duke
Gareth, and they were al so beautiful that it hurt to look at them for very long. Their power flashed and
rippled around their bodiesin adance of green light.

"It hasbeen so long," awoman in red said with asigh. "And they are so small."

Onewoman stretched a hand out to them. Her fingernailswerelong and red, like claws. "Fed thelifein
them, Ylira. It isaflame. These two will be enough for usal.”

Alannaedged closer to Jonathan's Side. Lightning was trembling in her grip. "Thiswas your ideg," she
muttered.

"Who are you?' Jonathan demanded of the strangers. His voice was clear and cam. He showed no sign
of fear.



"They speak,” aman-being sneered. "And look at thelittle one. It will hit uswith its sword.”

The beings—the Name ess Ones—laughed. Alanna shivered a the crudty in the sound.

The largest of the men waved a careless hand. He was broad-shouldered and black-bearded, a giant
even among these creatures. ™Y our mortal weaponswill not hurt us,”" he boomed. "We are the Y sandir.
Weareimmortd. Our fleshisnot likeyours.”

"Y ou cannot keep us here,” Jonathan replied steadily.

"We are hungry.” The clawed woman's eyes glinted. "We have not fed for one of your years. The
goat-herders are too good at keeping their young from us."

A woman with hair whiter than snow purred, "He thinks hisfather the king will hunt for them and destroy
us"

They laughed. Alannawanted to put her hands over her ears and shut out that dreadful sound. But she
forced hersdf to remain till, moving her feet so she would be totaly baanced when the attack came.
The black-bearded one smiled. "1 am Ylon, chief of the Y sandir. | have fed on hundreds of your mortal
lives. Let your father bring hisarmies. We will feed on their souls, and we will be strong. We will bresk
the curse of fire the Bazhir put on this place.”

Jonathan took a deep breath. "I don't need my father's soldiers. | am going to leave here, and you are not
going to keep me."

"Ligten to the princeling!" mocked the red-clawed woman. "How you roar, young lion!"

"Don't you dare speak so to him!™ Alannacried. She drew Lightning in aswift movement. The crystal on
the hilt blazed out, throwing a harsh light into the darkness around them. The Y sandir shrank back againgt
the dtar, trying to keep the light from their eyes.

"S0. Y ou come armed with their weapons,” Ylon said. "But can you use them?”

"Ylanda," said Ylira thewomaninred. "l cannot seeinto thisongs mind. It is hiding something. Where
did you get the sword?' she snapped, staring at Alanna.

"None of your business!" Alannareplied, focussing on the red-gowned being. For asecond shefdt a
touch in her mind, like claws raking through her head. Sheyeled. Lightning flashed, and the woman with
claws—Y landa—collapsed against the dtar. She was gasping for breath.

"Dont give them an opening like that again,” Jonathan warned. Already the air around him was
shimmering with bluelight. Alannabrought up her own shidd of violet magic, keeping Lightning
outsde—just in case.

"| didn't plan to give them that one," she murmured.

Ylanda had gotten her breath back. Suddenly she was laughing. The otherswatched her. "Indl my
centuries,” she gasped findly, "I have not known such ajest. Y oung lion—see your companion for what
sheredlyig"

"She?" Jonathan whispered.

Before Alanna could bring Lightning's crystal up, power from Ylandaand Ylon smashed into her
defenses, breaking through. She doubled over in pain. It was over as swiftly asit began, with one
difference. Her clotheswere gone. All shewore was her belt and scabbard.

The Y sandir were laughing with Ylanda. "A girl! Hisboy companion wasagirl!"

Theonecdled Yliralaughed scornfully as Alannatried to cover hersdlf with her hands. "A girl who hopes
to protect her prince? A jest indeed!”

Alannaheld up Lightning's crystd, letting itslight burn into their eyes. The crystd dimmed, and she
shouted, "I may be agirl, but | can defend—or attack!—as well as any boy!" She looked at Jonathan.
Her friend was openly staring. "Highness," she whispered, blushing adeep red. "1—"

He pulled off histunic and handed it to her. "L ater. Jus—who are you?"'

She pulled the tunic on. Jon was so tall that histunic covered her thighs—asmal thing, but one she
gppreciated just now. "Alannaof Trebond, Highness."

Ylon'sbooming voice pulled their attention back to their enemies. " Separate them.”

Ingtinctively Alannagripped Jonathan's hand. Sapphire and amethyst power collected at their intertwined
fingers

"The Wall of Power," Jonathan hissed. "What's the spel?"



Alanna darted the verses. Jon's voice joined hers, the words thundering in the great chamber. Sowly a
wall of blue-violet light rose between them and the Y sandir. The immortals covered their eyes, unableto
look at it for long. They retreated.

"Y ou defy us?' Ylon cried. "Pay the price, mortagl"

Tearing pain shot through their joined hands. "Don't let them part us," Jon said. He held on so tightly
Alanna's bones creaked. Sheignored the pain, keeping her mind on the Wall. The Y sandir came closer,
their bodies shining with yellow-green magic. Furious, they threw bolts of power at their prey. Jon and
Alanna concentrated, bringing up al their willpower to keep their defenses strong. The Wall stood. Two
immortals touched it and screamed. They vanished with aflash.

"Soyou can die" Alannataunted. "Y ou can fed pan."

"How long do you think shewill last?" Y lira asked Jonathan, softly. "Ancther few moments? Not even
that? Sheisagirl. Sheisweak. She will give way, and where will you be?"

It was the same small voice that taunted Alannafrom within whenever shefaced atdler, stronger
opponent.

"You think s0?" she shouted furioudy. "Then try this onfor size!™

A dender thread of violet fire snaked through the wall, wrapping itsalf around Y lirasthroat and
tightening. Theimmorta did not even have the chance to scream before she fell to the ground and
vanished.

Alannadidn't have timeto gloat. Three women had joined hands to form a deadly-looking triangle.
Power collected at the center of their formation inasmdll, evil ball.

"Jonathan?" Alannawhispered. Thiskind of magic was beyond her, but she knew Jonathan had spent
more time studying books of sorcery than she had.

Jonathan spoke, using words she had never heard before. Alannafelt her own magic flowing into her
friend's body. Slowly the Prince reached through the wall. Magic lanced from hisfingertips, shattering the
triangle. Alannablinked, trying to clear her eyes of the blaze that had been the three Y sandir.

Five remained. The redheaded woman and the brunette with the hungry eyes screamed and threw
themselves on the Wall. They blazed and vanished. The others drew back.

Alannaremembered something. "Jon—firel" she hissed.

"Of course," he whispered.

Duke Roger had not taught them that spell, but Duke Gareth had. The pages had been camping in the
roya forests. Before that night most of them had not known Duke Gareth possessed the Gift.
"It'sthefirst spell any Naxen learns, if he hasthe Gift," the Duke explained. "Put that flint away, Alex—I'll
show you."

Together now Alannaand Jonathan whispered the spell Duke Gareth taught them, changing some words
to meet their need.

"Bright flame, light fire—Around Ysandir burn higher. Light the fire, bright the flame—Burn
Ysandir in Mithros name."

"Ylon!" cried one of the two mae Y sandir remaining. Fire roared up outside the Wall, reaching with
eager fingersfor the one who cried out. He screamed and disappeared, the fire vanishing with him.

Only two remained of the Y'sandir: Ylon and Y landa. Alannagulped. These two had joined hands, and
power gathered to them.

"Ak-hofi!" Ylon cried. The Wall vanished asif it had never been.

"The otherswere wesk and greedy,” Ylon said with asneer. "We are not.”

"WearetheFird," Ylanda added. "We were here before al the others. We shdl remain.”

"Who are you?' Jonathan asked, trying to catch his breath. Alannawiped her sweat-beaded face on her
deeve. Shewastired, so tired her bones ached.

"We are gods and the children of gods," the woman said. "We were here before your Old Ones, and we
laughed when ther citiesfell.”

Alannafdt areturn of her old spirit. "A likdly story,” she said with asniff. "Gods don't die. Y ou do."

"Y ou think you know al, mortd. Y ou know nothing. Even immortas die when they wesken. Y landaand
| are the strongest. Y ou will not weaken us."



"You giveout alot of big talk," Alannaretorted. "1 believe in deeds, not words.”

Jonathan's voice was even and strong. "Y our timeis past. Y ou no longer beong here."

Ylonand Ylandaraised their linked hands, chanting in alanguage that made the two humans shudder.
Outsde thunder crashed. Theweird glow that lighted the temple vanished. The only light now came from
their magics

"Jonathan?' Alannawhispered.

Helooked down at her. "Were not beaten yet. Alanna—can you become what you were the night you
saved me from the fever? When you brought me back from death?”

"I don't know," she whispered, eying the Y sandir.

"Y ou have to—and you must take me with you. Otherwise—"

Jonathan didn't have to eaborate. The light of the immortals magic was getting stronger.

Alannalooked at their linked hands, shining with the blue-violet of their combined Gifts. Already shewas
fdling out of hersdf into that light. She could fed Jonathan with her. Her eyes burned astheir magic grew
brighter and formed a globe around them.

"Goddess," she whispered in her woman's voice. "Great Mother—"

"Dark Lady," aman added softly, "open the Way for us." Did she redlly hear Jonathan the man? She
wasn't sure.

Needle-sharp bolts of magic werelancing into their interlocked hands. Pain shot through their physica
shells. Ylon and Ylanda stood before them in awhed of yelow-green power. Fire streamed from them
and broke on the newly formed globe of magic that held the bodies of Jon and Alanna.

For the second timein her life Alanna heard that female voice, the one that made her scream with pain.
Thistime she didn't scream. She was too busy concentrating on keeping their globe of power in one
piece.

Thevoice echoed in her mind. Place your trust in the sword—and fight.

Alannahad dropped Lightning during the earlier fight. Now the sword jumped into her free hand, the
crystd blazing. She could fed it trembling as she gripped the hilt.

"Just don't let go of me," Jonathan cautioned.

"I won't." Holding Jonathan fast, she stepped forward. Lightning sang in her hand.

A black, two-edged blade appeared in Ylon's free hand. Like Jonathan, Ylandadid not et go of her
companion. She stayed close, keeping step behind him.

Y lon brought his sword down in aferocious arc. Alannablocked it swiftly, her arm muscles screaming as
she stopped the down-sweeping blade. Lightning blazed and—miraculously—did not break. The dark
sword drank in Lightning'sfire as Ylon backed away. His big chest was heaving, and there was swest on
hisface. Alannacircled him, her eyes never leaving his sword. Jonathan squeezed her hand reassuringly.
Shefelt better now. This waswhat she had trained for. She turned dl her attention to the swords, |etting
Jonathan control their sorcery. Ylon, suddenly wary of her, lanced at her in aseries of rapid thrusts.
Alannastopped each of them, fedling her confidence grow each time she stopped the Y sandir. Immortal
he might be—swordsman he was not.

Jonathan was speaking softly, uttering words she paid no attention to. The fire surrounding him and
Alannablazed, and the girl ydled with triumph. She swung Lightning up and around in acomplex move
that brought the swords together, hilt to hilt. Ylon's sword shattered with the impact. Alanna dashed at
the immorta's linked hands. The globe of yellow-green light exploded, and the two Y sandir screamed
with rage and fear. Jonathan uttered one word of command, throwing the last reserves of their Gift into
the spell. Blue-violet light flooded over theimmortas. They flared up like agiant torch as everything went
black.

ALANNA and Jonathan awoke on the floor of the chamber. The Y sandir had vanished. Only a scorch
mark in the perfect floor remained of Ylon and Ylanda. Near Alannawas Lightning, the sword'stip
blackened.

"Areyou dl right?' Jonathan asked wearily. He pulled himsdf to hisfedt.

Alannacouldn't swallow atiny moan. Every muscle screamed with pain. "I'm smarting alittle)” she



admitted. "How about you?'

“*Smarting' is an understatement. Come on. | want to get away from here before wetry to rest.”
Jonathan stumbled over to her sword and picked it up. "It's still warm,” he said with awe.

Alannarose, somehow. Shefet asif someone had pounded her with hammers. "Think there are any
more of them?"' She accepted her sword and sheathed it carefully.

The Prince shook his head. "I'd say we've seen the last of the Y sandir. Come. WEI lean on each other.”
They made it somehow to the city walls, where Moonlight and Darkness waited patiently for them.
Jonathan felt his saddle, then the saddle blanket. "They're wet," he said. "It's been raining out here."
Alannapulled hersdlf onto her mare's back with her last bit of strength. She had no wish to comment.
Jonathan headed east, to asmall oasis they knew was nearer the Black City than Persopoalis. Alanna
wasn't about to argue that they were going the wrong way. The ocasiswas closer than home, and dl she
wanted to do waslie down.

The horses contentedly cropped grass while their owners bathed their aching faces and hands in the cool
water. Jonathan findly leaned back againgt apam tree. "1 wish I'd thought to bring food.”

Alannalay flat on the grass nearby. "I'm happy just to be dive."

They rested in silence for awhile, bresthing the fresh desert air deeply. They watched the sun set in pools
of rose and orange, thinking they had never seen alovelier sunset. Darkness came, and thousands of
dars.

"Moonrise soon," Alannasaid at last. "We could try for Persopolisthen.”

"Wed never makeit." Jonathan's quiet voice came from the shadows. "Werein trouble asit is. Spending
the night won't makeit any worse."

Therewas along slence once again. Findly Alannasaid, "I suppose you'd like an explanation.”

"Yes"

Shesghed. "It'salong story.”

"We havetime," he said comfortably. "I don't intend to movetill | heer it. Y ou must admit, I've had a
shock.”

"I'm sorry," she said humbly. "I haven't wanted to lieto you.”

"| should hope s0. You'rethewordt liar I've ever met." He thought about this amoment, then added,
"—or the best. Now I'm dl confused. What about your twin?'

"He didn't want to be aknight," shereplied smply. "He wantsto be agreat sorcerer.” She sighed.
"Today was more Thom's sort of thing than mine. Father was going to send meto the convent and Thom
to the palace. And | didn't want to learn to be alady." Jonathan's chuckle gave her courage. "Old Maude
knew. She said it wasright. And—well, | talked Coram around.”

Jonathan knew Coram well. "How?" he asked curioudly.

"| threatened to make him see things that were not there. He doesn't like that.”

Jon chuckled again, imagining Coram seeing visons. "And your father?"

"He doesn't care about Thom or me," she said flatly. "1 want to be awarrior maiden and do great deeds.
Thom likes sorcery, and Father hatesit. The only way we could get what we wanted was—wasto lie. |
had to pretend to be aboy. | was aways better at the fighting arts than Thom anyway."

"Whose ideawas it to make the switch?"

"Mine" she admitted ruefully. "Thom might have thought of it, but he'sthe careful one. | knew whét |
wanted, and | didn't mind taking arisk or two." Shesghed. "I enjoyed thelife."

"Y ou could've been caught a any time. Y ou could've been aweakling; Roger could've found out.”
"Thereve been warrior maids before. They weren't weak. And—wall, | think my Gift protects me from
Duke Roger. I'm not sure, but | think so. And you can't say | haven't proved mysdlf.”

"Of course you have, often. Y ou do better than most of us.”

She picked at the grass. "I had to.”

"Alanna It'sapretty name," he said thoughtfully. "Thom. Maude. Coram. Who & se knows?"'

"George, and his mother."

"You trusted George?"

"He can be trusted!” she said hotly. "Besides—I needed help once, and | knew held never give me away.



Hesmy friend, Jon."

"You cdled me'Jon.’*

"Y ou saved my life, back there.”

"Y ou saved mine. We wouldn't have made it without each other. | knew | wasright to take you."
Shelay slent for awhile, listening to the soundsin the night. At last she gathered her courage. "What're
you going to do about me?*

Hisvoice was surprised. "Do? I'm not doing anything. Asfar as1'm concerned, you earned theright to
try for your shield along time ago." She heard him moving. "No onewill learn your secret from me,
Alanna”

Her chintrembled. Tears stung her eyes. "Thank you, your Highness."

He knelt beside her. "1 thought you were calling me Jon. Alanna, you're crying.”

"It's been such an awful day," she sobbed.

Hesitantly the young man put hisarms around her and drew her againgt him. " And now you're being so
kind." Shewept into hisshirt.

"Not kind," hetold her. "Grateful. Admiring. Y ou're getting my shirt wet."

Shelaughed and straightened, wiping her eyes. "I'm sorry, Jon. | haven't done that for along time.”

"l believeit," he said, sitting back on hishedls. "I don't think you cried even when Ralon was begting on
you, and you werejugt alittle boy—aqirl. Mithros, I'm confused!" Hewhistled. "Gods, that's why you
never went svimming! All thetimes you've seen us naked—me naked!"

She gripped hisarm. "Jon, you start to act like that, and I'm finished. Y ou've got to go on treating melike
any other boy, or I'm through!"

He sat beside her. "What insanity! But you'reright.”" She could fed hiseyes on her face athough it was
too dark to see him clearly. "How do you plan to be awarrior maiden if no one knowsyou're agirl?'
"I'm going to tell everyone, on my eighteenth birthday."

"What will you do after that?" She could see him grin. "Mithros, Unclewill havefits.”

Sherelaxed. "I'm going to travel and do great deeds.”

Heruffled her hair. "I believe you. Don't forget your friends when youre alegend.”

Shelaughed. "Y ou'll be more famousthan me! Y ou'll be king one day!"

"And I'll need dl my friends. Will you still serve me when you're away doing greet deeds?"

"I'myour vassd," she said serioudy. "I'll never forget that.”

"Excdlent." Herose with adight moan. "I want to keep one of the best fencersat Court on my side. I'm
going to bathe. Don't watch.”

She grinned. "I never watch." Sheturned her back as he walked down to the water. Dreamily she stared
at the sky, listening to Jon yelp as he splashed chilly water over hisaching body.

His voice sartled her when he spoke. "Y ou're only that quiet when you're worrying about something.
What's bothering you now?"

"Two things" she admitted. "The Y sandir—we have no way of knowing they're gone for good or that we
got dl of them."

"I know that we did," Jonathan replied. " Sometimes aman hasto rely on hisingincts. The Y sandir are
goneforever."

"Doesn't it seem—well, strange—that aboy and agirl were able to destroy the Bazhir demons?’
"Youreforgetting,” he reminded her gently,

"We had help. Even the Bazhir demons couldn't stand againgt the gods.”

"l suppose s0," she said dubioudly.

"l know 0." Jonathan climbed from the pool and hurried into his clothes. ™Y our turn. And keep
taking—itll frighten any animasaway.”

"Don't you watch," shewarned as she stripped and plunged into the chilly water.

Jonathan chuckled. "Not me. Y ou're too skinny—and too good with asword. Y ou said two thingswere
bothering you. What's the other one?!

Alanna shook soggy hair from her eyes, trying to decide how she could best say what she was thinking.
She was about to tread on very dangerous ground. "Doesn't it strike you as odd—the way Duke Roger



warned usto stay away from the Black City?" She climbed out of the oasis and pulled on the over-large
tunic once more.

"Y ou mean the way he practicaly dared us—well, me—to come here."

Alannasat beside him, trying to see her friend's face in the desert night. Y ou knew?" she whispered,
horrified. ™Y ou knew Duke Roger was sending you to dmost certain death?!

Hisgrip on her arm was painful. "Now that | do not believe," he said sternly. "Roger ismy only cousin
and one of my best friends. He taught meto ride! He would never—never—do the thing you're
suggesting, Alanna. Never. He sent me here because he thought | might have achancetorid Tortdl of a
scourge, and | did, with your help. He must have known 1'd take you with me; I'm sure by now he has
thewhole story of what happened the night | had the Swesting Fever. He did Tortall afavor, and he did
me afavor. People will think twice before they take on a prince—or aking—who can defeat demons.”
"Why didn't he do it himsdf?' she asked. "Why risk the only heir to the throne?"

"Perhaps he doesn't have the—the other powers helping him, as they seem to be helping us. And that's
enough for thisdiscussion. | would trust Roger with my life, and with yours. If he had ever wanted the
throne, he could have had it any time dl these years past. So let's change the subject, al right?”

There are too many perhapsesin all that, Alannathought rebellioudy, but she did as she wastold.
After dl, Jon was older, wiser and far better acquainted with Duke Roger. But she still thought the Duke
of Conte never expected them to return from the Black City.

They both found comfortable spots beneath the same tree, siretching out for anight's deep. Alannawas
gazing at the distant outline of the

Black City when Jon said, "Alan. Alanna. Perhagpsyou'll help mewith adecison | haveto make."

Relief made her smile. At least he wasn't angry because she had said what she had about his cousin. "l
cantry."

"What with Gary and Alex and Raoul becoming knights a the sametime | do, it makes competition for
the squires pretty fierce."

"So I'venoticed,”" shesaid drily.

He chuckled. "Who do you think | should pick?"

Alannasat up on her elbows. A week ago she would have told him to pick Geoffrey or Douglass. But
she had not been to the Black City then. She had not proved to the Y sandir that agirl could be one of
the worst enemiesthey would ever face.

But what if she had not gone to the Black City? Duke Gareth had mentioned that, with aded more
practice, she could become one of the finest swordsmen at Court. In archery she hit the target every
time. The masters who taught her tactics and logic said she was sometimes brilliant—Myles said shewas
far moreintelligent than many adults. She had bested Ralon of Malven, and in some strange way she had
won her sword.

All a once shefdt different ingde her own skin.

"Me" shesad at last. "Y ou should pick me."

"But youreagirl." It wasimpossible to tell what he was thinking.

"S0?" she demanded. "Even Captain Sklaw says I'll be a swordsman yet. I'm as good an archer as Alex,
and he'saboy and asquire. I'm a better tracker than Raoul. And have | ever failed you? Back there, or
when you had the Fever—"

"I'm glad you agree with my reasons,” heinterrupted camly. "I told Father you'd probably accept.”
Alannaswallowed hard. "Before we left, | told him | wanted you for my squire. He didn't seem very
surprised.” Jonathan wriggled, trying to find a softer spot on the ground.

"B-but," Alannastuttered, "isn't it different? Now that you know—"

"That you're agirl? No. not in the way you mean. Girl, boy or dancing bear, you're the finest page—the
finest squire-to-be—at Court." He chuckled. "I dmost had to fight Gary for you. He said it wasn't fair,
me getting the best because I'm the prince." He took her hand. " Alannaof Trebond—I will be honored if
you will serveasmy squire.”

Alannakissed his hand, blinking back tears. "My life and sword are yours, Highness."

He spoiled the dignity of the moment by ruffling her hair. "Now, get some deep.” He settled back and



closed hiseyes. ™Y ou know," he murmured, "I'd dmost rather face old Ylon again than Lord Martinina
temper.”

"Il blameit dl onyou," shereplied deepily. "Seeif | dont.”

He dozed off quickly. Alannalay awake alittle while longer, watching the dark towers of the Black City
inthe distance. If there were any more Y sandir about, she was too tired to care. She wished she had
Jon'sfaith in Duke Roger, but knew shewasn't going to get it. Still she could figure out the Duke of
Conte later. As Jon said, there was morning and Lord Martin to face, and it wastime at last to deep.
THE BEGINNING



