1: The Lady inthe Forest

THE copper-haired rider looked at the black sky and swore. The storm would be on her soon, and she
was hours away from shelter. No matter what she did, she was going to have to spend the night
out-of-doors.

"l hate getting wet," Alannaof Trebond told her mare. "I don't like being cold, either, and well probably
be both."

The horse whickered in reply, flicking her whitetail. Alanna sghed and patted M oonlight's neck—she
aso didn't like exposing her faithful mare to such conditions.

They were on thelast leg of an errand in the coasta hills. A forest lay before them; beyond it wasthe
Great Road South and half aday's ride to the capital city and home. Alanna shook her head. They could
probably find shelter somewhere under thetrees, if luck was with them.

Clucking to Moonlight, she picked up their pace. In the distance thunder rolled, and afew drops of rain
blew into her face. She shivered and swore again. Checking to make sure the scroll she carried was safe
in itswaterproof wrapping and tucked between her tunic and shirt, Alanna shrugged into ahooded cloak.
Her friend Myles of Olau would be very upset if the three-hundred-year-old document she had been sent
to fetch got wet!

Moonlight carried her under the trees, where Alanna peered through the growing darkness. If they rode
too much longer, it would be impossibleto find dry firewood even in aforest thisthick. Therain was
faling now in fat drops. It would be niceif she could find an abandoned hut, or even an occupied one,
but she knew better than to expect that.

Something hit the back of her gloved hand with awet smack—a huge, hairy wood-spider. Alannayelled
and threw the thing off her, startling Moonlight. The gold mare pranced nervoudy until her mistress got
her under control once more. For amoment Alanna sat and shook, huddled into her cloak.

| hate spiders, she thought passionately. | just— oathe spiders. She shook her head in disgust and
gathered the reinsin gtill-trembling hands. Her fellow squires at the pal ace would laugh if they knew she
feared spiders. They'd say shewas behaving like agirl, not knowing shewasagirl.

"What do they know about girls anyway?"' she asked Moonlight as they moved on. "Maids at the palace
handle snakes and kill spiderswithout acting silly. Why do boys say someone actslike agirl asif it were
aninult?'

Alannashook her head, smiling alittle. In the three years she had been disguised as aboy, she had
learned that boys know girls aslittle as girlsknow boys. It didn't make sense—people are people, after
all, she thought—but that was how things were.

A hill rose sharply to the left of the road. Crowning it was an old willow tree thick with branches. It
would take hoursfor the rain to soak through onto the ground under thét tree, if it soaked through at all,
and there was room between the limbs and trunk for both Alannaand Moonlight.

Within moments she had Moonlight unsaddled and covered with a blanket. The mare fed on grass under
the tree as Alanna gathered dry sticks, branches and leaves. With some struggle and much
swearing—her first teacher in woodcraft, Coram, was asoldier, and she had learned plenty of colorful
language from him—she got afire going. When it was burning well, she gathered large branches that



were alittle wet, putting them beside the fire to dry. Coram had taught her al thiswhen shewas achild at
Trebond, planning to be awarrior maiden when she grew up.

There was only one problem with her ambition, Coram had explained when she told him what she
wanted to be. The last warrior maiden had died a hundred years ago. Nobly born girls went to convent
schools and became ladies. Boys became warriors, particularly their fathers heirs, like Alannastwin
brother Thom. Then Coram would always glare at Thom, who was often reading, generally books about
sorcery. Thom was no warrior, just as Alanna—who had the Gift of magic aswell as he did—wasno
sorceress. She hated and feared her magic; Thom wanted to be the greatest sorcerer living.

Alannafrowned and took food from her saddlebags. She didn't want to think about Thom now, when
shewastired and alittle lonely.

She sneezed twice and looked up, sharply scanning the clearing beyond the screen of willow branches.
When supernatural things were about to happen her nose itched; she didn't know why. And now the fedl
of the clearing had changed. Quickly she shoved the cloak back, freeing her arms. Searching the
darkness with wide violet eyes, Alannaloosened her sword Lightning.

Moonlight whickered, backing against the willow. " Something wrong, girl?" Alanna asked. She sneezed
again and rubbed her nose.

A sound came from the trees behind her. She spun, unsheathing Lightning in the same movement. The
sound was repeated, and Alannafrowned. If she didn't know better, she would swear something had
mewed out there! Then she laughed, diding Lightning back into its sheeth, asablack kitten trotted
through the branches sheltering her from therain. It mewed eagerly when it saw her, itsratlike tail waving
like abanner. Staggering over to Alanna, thetiny anima ordered her to pick him up.

The squire obeyed the kitten's command. Cuddling it against her shoulder, she searched her saddlebags
for her blanket.

"How did you get here, little cat?" she asked, gently towdlling it dry. “It'sabad night for anyone to be
out-of-doors.”

Thekitten purred noisly, asif it agreed. The poor thing is skin and bones—not someone's pet, Alanna
reflected. Wondering what its eyes |ooked like, shelifted its chin with acareful finger, and gulped. The
black kitten'slarge eyes were as purple as her own.

"Great Merciful Mother,” she breathed with reverence. Settling by thefire, shefed her guest as she
thought. She had never heard of a cat with purple eyes. Wasit supernatural? An immortal, perhaps? If
30, she wasn't sure she wanted anything to do with it. She had troubles enough!

His somach full, the small anima began to wash vigoroudy. Alannalaughed. Violet eyesdidn't makea
creature supernatura . Weren't she and Thom proof of that? This cat certainly behaved like anormal
animd. Thinking of something, she lifted her new pet'stail and checked its sex. Satified hewasamale,
and ignoring his protests againgt the indignity, Alanna settled him on her lap. The kitten grumbled for a
few moments, then settled himsdlf. Sheleaned back againgt the willow's broad trunk, listening to the
animd'svery loud purr. It'll be nice to have a pet to talk to, she thought deepily.

The sneezes hit her, five at once, blinding her momentarily. Swearing like aguardsman, Alannawiped her
watering eyes. When she could see, atall hooded stranger was standing beside her fire!



Alannajumped to her feet, her sword unsheathed and ready, spilling the yelling cat to the ground. She
dared at the newcomer, fighting to cdm hersdf. She had no right to attack this—man? woman?—smply
because she had been surprised.

"May | be of service?' she gasped. The kitten was tugging on her boot, demanding to be held once more.
"Hush," shetold it before looking at the Stranger again.

"I saw your fire through the trees" The newcomer's voice was husky and soft, like the wind blowing
through the treetops, and yet somehow Alannawas reminded of apack of hounds belling in the hunt.
"Would you permit meto warm mysdlf?*

Alannahesitated, then nodded. The stranger threw back the conceding hood, revealing awoman—the
tallest woman Alanna had ever seen. Her skin was perfectly white, setting off danting emerdd eyesand
full red lips. Her hair was unbound, falling loosaly below her shouldersin black, snaky locks. Alanna
gulped. The woman's face was too perfect to be quite real, and she settled before the fire with boneless
grace. She watched Alanna as she sat down clumsly again, her amazingly green eyes unreadable.

"It isodd to seeayoungling doneinthisplace” shesaid at last. Her mouth curved in atiny smile. "There
are strange tales about thistree, and what passes benesth it."

The kitten jumped back into Alanna's lap and purred. Alannastroked it nervoudly, never taking her eyes
away from her vistor.

"| was caught by the storm,” she answered carefully. "Thiswasthefirg shdter | found.” And now I'm
sorry | found it, she added to hersdlf. | don't like surprises!

Thewoman looked her over carefully, still smiling that hooded smile. "And so, my daughter, now you are
asguire. Within four years you will be aknight. That doesn't seem so far from now, doesit?

Alanna opened and closed her mouth severd times with surprise before biting her lipstogether. The
"squire”’ part was easy; beneath her cloak she was wearing the roya uniform, aswas required when
squires went abroad without their masters. But the woman had called her "my daughter™; the stranger
knew shewas agirl, even though she was dressed as aboy with her breasts bound flat! And her own
mother had died years ago, when Alannawas born. Suddenly she remembered that she had heard the
woman's voice before. Where? At last she made the safest answer she could.

"I don't want to seem rude, but 1'd rather not speak of the Ordedl," she said flatly. "I'd like not to think of
it, if possble.

"But you must think of it, my daughter,” the woman chided. Alannafrowned. She had amost
remembered. . . . "When you undergo the Ordeal of Knighthood, many thingswill happen. Y ou will
become a knight, the first woman knight in more than ahundred of your years. Y ou will haveto reved
your true sex soon after that; your own nature will not let you remain silent for long. | know well how
much you hate living alie before your friends at the palace.”

Alanna gtiffened. She had remembered that voice. Jonathan had been aboy, dying of the Sweating
Sickness. The paace healers said there was no hope, but Alanna—only a page then—had gotten Sir
Mylesto convince them to let her use her hedling Gift. The sorcery causing the fever was too much for
the magic she knew, and in the end she had appealed to the Great Mother Goddess. She had heard a
voicethat hurt her eears—awoman's voice that sounded like a pack of houndsin full cry, like the huntress
urging them on. And she had heard that voice again, only ayear ago, when she and Jon were trapped in



the Black City. They had called on the Goddess for help then, and she had told them what to do.
"That'simpossible,” she whispered, her voice shaking. ™Y ou—you can't be—"

"And why not?' the Mother asked. "It istime wetaked, you and I. Surely you know that you are one of
my Chosen. Isit so Srangethat | have cometo you for atime, my daughter?’

Life is difficult enough without the gods meddling in it, Myles had told her more than once. But they
will meddle. All we humans can do is hope they tire of their meddling soon and leave us alone!

Alannaclenched her chin stubbornly. "I never asked to have conversations with the gods,” sheinformed
theimmortal on the other sde of thefire.

"Indeed, you ask very little." The Mother nodded. "Y ou prefer to do al you can by yoursdlf. But events
for you in the next few years will determine your lifé's course, and you have no living mother to advise
you." Thekitten jumped from Alannas|ap and ran to the Goddess, mewing angrily. The woman picked
him up in agraceful hand, stroking hisfur with scarlet-painted nails. " She will bedl right, Smal One. She
only needs amoment or two to adjust to her fear."

"l am not afraid,” Alanna snapped. Emerald eyes caught and held hers, until she swallowed and looked
away. "All right—I'm afraid. But it won't do me any good to giveinto it, will it?1 mean, you're going to
talk tome, and | can't prevent you, so | may aswell accept it."

The Goddess nodded. ™Y ou learned your lessons as a page well," she approved. "But you have three
fearsthat you have not accepted.” When Alanna said nothing, she went on. ™Y ou fear the Ordeal of
Knighthood. Y ou have feared it Snce you kept vigil during Prince Jonathan's Orded during thislast
Midwinter Festiva."

Alannalooked into thefire. Seeing that it was burning low, she busied hersalf with putting more wood on
the flames. In her mind she saw Jonathan stumble out of that iron-barred Ordeal Chamber, hisface grey.
He had looked at her without seeing her—Jonathan! Sometimes even now his eyes went dark and blank,
and she knew he was remembering the Ordedl. Her voice shook as she said, "He looked like some part
of him died in there. And then Gary had his Ordedl the next night, then Alex, and then Raoul—and they
all looked that way." She shook her head, not looking at the Goddess. "They're none of them cowards.
Whatever happened, if it was so bad for them—" She drew a deep bregth. " Jon wakes up at night,
screaming sometimes. And it'sthe Ordeal he dreams about, though he isn't permitted to tell me more
than that. If the Ordedl isthat bad, | won't passit. | won't, and then it will al go for nothing: three years
asapage, four asasquire, thelying, everything. It'll befor nothing." She stared into that unreadable face.
"Won't it?"

"Prince Jonathan made you his persond squire, knowing you were agirl,” the Goddess replied. ™Y ou
have learned there isaworld outside Trebond. Y ou can ride; you can use abow; you can fight with knife
and sword and spear. Y ou can read amap. Y ou manage your fief through Coram while your brother
studies. Y ou can write and speak in two tongues not your own; you can heal onewhoissick. | think you
must answer your own question—isit worth what you have done?'

Alannashrugged. "It isnow. It won't beif | fail. Sometimes | wake up in the dark sweating, and I'm going
to scream, except | don't. That would bring Jon into my room, and we agreed he shouldn't, not after we
goto bed for the night. And al I can remember of the dream isthat they're closing that iron door behind
me, and I'm in the Chamber, and | can't see athing.”



"A dreamisonly adream," the Goddess murmured as Alannalooked skeptical. She added softly,
"Would it be so terrible if Jonathan did cometo offer you comfort?

Alannablushed. "Of courseit would. He—well, theré's nothing like that between us. | don't want there
tobe"

"Because you fear love," the Goddesstold her. "Y ou fear Jonathan's love and the love of the Rogue,
George Cooper. Y ou even fear the love of Myles, who only wantsto be your father. Y et what isthere
for you to fear? Warmth? Trust? A man'stouch?'

"l don't want aman'stouch!” Alannashouted. Horrified, she put out her handsin a gesture of gpology.
"I'm sorry. | meant no disrespect. | just want to be awarrior maiden and go on adventures. | don't want
tofal inlove, especidly not with George or Jon. They'll ask meto give them partsof me. | want to keep
me for mysdf. | don't want to give me away. Look a my father. He never redlly got over my mother's
death. They told me when he died last month he was caling for her. He gave her part of himsdf, and he
just never got it back. That's not going to happen to me." She drew a deep breath. "What's my third fear?
| may aswel hear it now and get it over with."

"Roger, Duke of Conte." The Goddess's voice was low, soft and deadly.

Alannafroze. Findly she said carefully (and very quietly), "I have no reason to fear Duke Roger. None at
al." Then she put her head in her hands. "'l don't have any reason to fear him—but | do.” If she had
doubted her vistor'sidentity, the fact that she was being so frank—amost againgt her will—convinced
her. "l hate him!" sheyelled suddenly, lifting her face from her hands. It felt good to say it, after dl this
time. "Y ou know what | think? The Swesating Sickness. It drained every healer who tried to cureit. It
struck only in the capital, nowhere e se, and Jon wasthe last oneto get it. They knew it had to be
sorcerer'swork. They sent for Duke Roger to help, but none of them—the King, Myles, Duke Gareth,
Duke Baird—none of them thought Duke Roger might have created it! Thom says Roger is powerful
enough to've sent it from asfar as Carthak, where he was, and Thom ought to know." Alanna stood and
grode around insde the shelter of the willow, her handslinked tightly in her belt. "When Roger tested me
for magic, my head fet al funny, asif someone had been digging through my brain with astick. Thom
wrote me he was being watched up in the City of the Gods. And last summer—"

"Last summer?' the Goddess prompted.

"I don't think Jonathan would have gone near the Black City if Roger hadn't gathered us al to warn us
about how dangerousit was. Jonathan's very respons ble about being the Heir; hewouldn't risk hislife
foolishly. But Roger was wearing agreat blue jewd around his neck. He twisted it while hetalked to us,
and the light bouncing off it made me deepy, till | stopped looking &t it. It seemed to me that Roger was
talking only to Jonathan, daring Jon to go to a place where Roger knew he could get killed!" She sghed
and settled back against the tree, feeling better than she had inalong time. "1 can't say anything to Jon. |
tried to, once, but he got angry with me. He loves Roger. So does the King. Roger's handsome, young,
clever, agreat sorcerer. Everyone thinks he'swonderful. No one stopsto think that if something
happened to Jonathan, Roger would be the heir. No one but me, that is."

"What will you do about thisthird fear?" the Goddess wanted to know. She shooed the kitten off her 1ap.
"Waich," Alannasaid wesarily. "Wait. Mostly watch him as carefully as| can. George—the thief—hell

help. Thom's helping, as much as he can.” She had rarely felt thistired in her life. "And if Roger iswhat |
suspect, | won't stop until 1've destroyed him."



The Goddess nodded. " Then you are dedling with this fear, my daughter. Timewill end your fear of the
Chamber of the Ordedl, and your fear of love? Well, who knows what may happen to change your
mind?"

"Nothing will changemy mind," Alannasad firmly.

"Perhaps.” The Goddess reached into the bed of the fire and drew out a single red-hot cod. "My time
with you comesto an end. Take thisfrom my hand.”

Alannaswalowed hard. Thiswas asking abit much, even for agoddess. She looked up and met the
Mother's eyes with her own. Sowly, trembling, she reached out and took the cod.

It was cold! Startled, she nearly dropped it. Looking at it, she saw that the ember seemed to burn within
acrystd shdl. Therewas even atiny loop in the crystd, just big enough to permit achain to pass through.
The ember flickered inits shell, its hot red glare fading to asoft glow.

The Goddessrose. " The Chamber is only aroom, though amagical one, and you will enter it when the
time comes. Duke Roger isonly aman, for al he wields sorcery. He can be met and defeated. But you,
my daughter—Ilearn to love. Y ou have been given ahard road to walk. Love will easeit. Much depends
on you, Alannaof Trebond. Do not fail me!™

Remembering her manners, Alannajumped to her feet. "I won't fail you," she promised, her hand closing
tight around the ember. "Or at leadt, I'll try not to."

"A goddess can ask no more." The Mother looked down at the little black anima dtting now by Alanna's
feet. "Guard her well, Small One."

The kitten mewed in reply as Alannaglanced at him. Was there more to her new pet than she had
thought?

The Goddess held out her hand. "Wear my token, and be brave. But remember—I did not jest when |
said there are strange tales about thistree. Do not stray beyond your fire!" She smiled. "Fare wdll, my

daughter.”

Alannakissed theimmorta's hand, feding weird energy jolt through her body. She stepped away,
shaking her head to cleer it. "Fare well, my Mother."

The Goddess walked over to Moonlight, caressing the mare for amoment and talking to her in a soft
voice. Then sheraised her hand to Alannaalast time, and she was gone.

Suddenly Alannacould barely keep her eyes open. It was astruggle to lay out her bedroll and to bank
thefire, but she forced hersdlf to perform the chores. Thinking about the strange conversation she had
just had would have to wait. When she tumbled into her bedroll at last, the kitten was aready inside.

"Don't snore," she ordered it deepily. Thekitten replied that he would not snoreif shedid not. Alanna
nodded in agreement and went to deep, tightly clutching the crystal ember.

IT WASardief to get back to the palace the next day, back to familiar places and familiar friends. She
gtill missed burly Coram, managing Trebond for her and Thom until shewon her knight's shield, but there



was no help for that. With Lord Alan dead and Thom not caring about anything but his studies, this
arrangement was for the best, at least until Alannawas ready to begin adventuring. Then she would want
Coram with her.

On her firg night back she was feeding her new kitten his evening mea when she heard voicesin
Jonathan's room just before he knocked on her door.

"It'syour overlord, squire," Jonathan called. It wastheir private phrase that meant There are people
with me. "Let mein!”

Alanna opened the connecting door, and Jonathan entered with their friends Gary and Raoul.

"We cameto seeif you wanted to go down to the Dancing Dove with us and visit George," Gary told
her. "How about it?"

Alannasfacelit up. She hadn't had along visit with the King of the Thieves since just before her father
died, nearly six weeks ago. She was pulling on her boots when Raoul exclaimed, "Great Mithros, a cat!
What are you doing with one of those? It probably hasfleas."

Jonathan stopped to et the kitten sniff hisfingers. "Can't you tell a sorcerer'sfamiliar when you see one?’
hejoked. "And do familiars have fleas?' Picking thetiny animal up, he saw itsface. Hisown
sapphire-blue eyes widened. "Goddess!”

Raoul and Gary gathered around, staring at the kitten whose eyes were the same color astheir friend
Alan's. Findly Raoul gulped and asked, "What will you namehim? Isit ahim?' Alannanodded.

"'Pounce," Jon suggested.
"'Blackie," was Raoul's choice.
"How about 'Raoul"?' Gary wanted to know.

The kitten reached one paw for Alanna, mewing. She took her new pet from Jonathan and set him
benegth her left ear—it was hisfavorite spot. "'l rather like 'Faithful,” she admitted.

Jonathan unsheathed his dagger. Asif he were knighting the cat, he touched it on both shoulders, then on
the head. "I dub thee 'Faithful,’* he said solemnly. " Serve honorably and well."

Trueto hisname, Faithful followed Alanna everywhere. In the practice yards he claimed a convenient
post where he could sit and watch her practice her fighting skillswith the other squires and pages. It took
him longer to sneak into most classrooms. Myles et the kitten watch from the start, saying cats had the
right to learn history aswell as anyone. But Alannas other teachers—most of them Mithran
priests—tried to keep her pet out for days, but by the end of each class he had appeared insde. Finaly
the masters stopped trying. They even petted the cat absently asthey taught.

Therewas one class Alannarefused to let Faithful come to: Duke Roger's class for those Gifted in magic
(Alannaand Jonathan, among others). She didn't know what the sorcerer would think of her pet, and she
didn't want to find out.

For therest of the time Faithful stuck to Alannalike asmdl black burr. Gareth, Duke of Naxen, Gary's
father, let Faithful follow Alannafregly when he saw that the kitten took no one's attention away from



learning. The sight of Alan with his pet under his|eft ear soon became afamiliar one a the palace. While
Faithful clearly liked Myles, Jon and most of Alannas other friends (including George) and would stay
with them when Alannawas busy, only she was given the privilege of carrying him on ashoulder.

"Maybe he's afraid of heights," Gary suggested onerainy May afternoon, shortly after Alannasfifteenth
birthday. It was arare, quiet time for the young knights and Alanna. Gary and Raoul, with the afternoon
off, had given their squires Geoffrey and Douglass freetime aswell. Raoul and Jonathan played
backgammon, while Alex—the fifth member of their circle and the only one not secretly friends with
George—watched. Gary sprawled in awindow seet, thinking of away to escape avisit to Naxen that
summer. Alannacurled up in another window seet, listening to Faithful purr into her left ear and thinking
about nothing at dl.

"Hm?" Alannaasked deepily, redizing Gary wastaking to her.

"Faithful. Maybe hewon't sit on our shoulders because he's afraid of heights.”
"Maybe hesright." Jonathan grinned. "Even Alex ishaf ahead taler than our Alan.”
"Thanks" Alex sad drily.

The door opened, and Duke Roger came in. The family resemblance between him and Jonathan was
unmistakable, although the Duke's eyes were adarker blue than his cousin's, and his hair brown-black to
Jon's cod-black. Both had the fair skin, straight-cut noses and stubborn chinsthat ran in the Conte line.

"Thereyou are, Alex," the older man was saying. "'l hateto ask this, but atruly important package has
arrived for me a Port Caynn. Y ou are the only one other than mysdlf | trust to go. Will you?'

Alex grinned and stood. "It's my pleasure, your—"

"L et go of me, you blasted cat!" Alannayeped as Faithful's claws dug into her shoulder. Hisfur bristled;
his back was arched; and he was growling deep in histhroat as he stared at the Duke. Alannatried to
pry her pet loose as she said through gritted teeth, " Stop making ascene.” The sorcerer was watching
them!

His attention caught, the big man came forward. "A new pet, Alan?’

"Hewas, until he started this." Alannaworked Faithful loose and held him up. The kitten twisted to keep
his eyes on Roger, growling. "Whét isthe matter with you?' Alannademanded, trying to make him look
at her before Roger saw hiseyes. "Behave yoursdf! Sir, he's never done this before—"

Roger drew alittle closer, and Faithful dashed at him with unsheathed claws. "1 think I'm being warned
away," the sorcerer remarked, stopping where he was. He looked Faithful over as Alannatried to work
alargelump out of her throat. "Unusud eyes" he commented at last, and Faithful yowled. "l have just
come from the kennel s—perhaps he smells the dogs on me. Or perhaps he knows | have never been a
fancier of—" He paused, and Alannafdt her skinturntoice. "Of cats," hefinished.

Alannacradled her gill-rumbling pet against her chest. Roger either knew or guessed where her pet came
from, but he wasn't saying. That wasfinewith her. "It's probably the dogs, sir," she agreed. "Helikes
people and horses, but dogs don't suit him." The otherslooked at her, knowing aswell as she did that
Faithful left dogs done, while dogs avoided Faithful. It wasn't quite alie, and the Duke seemed to accept
it. He nodded to Alex, and they |eft together.



When they were gone, Alanna picked the kitten up and read him an impressive lecture on manners. By
the time she finished, Faithful was purring, her friends were laughing, and the whole thing had been
forgotten—she hoped.

Nevertheless, that night she wrote her brother Thom in the City of the Gods, sending the letter secretly by
way of George. Thom was the sorcerer—not she. He should know about Faithful—and about the cat's
reaction to Duke Roger.

2: Duke Roger of Conte

THAT hot July an embassy came to court from Tortall's eastern neighbor, Tusaine. Important matters
were to be discussed. Spies had reported the King of Tusaine was considering retaking the Drell River
Vadley on the Tortallan border, and King Roald wanted to avoid war at al costs. Unlike hisfamous
father, Roald was not known as"Empire-Builder," but as " The Peacemaker." He was proud of that title,
and he wanted to keep it. Everyone knew that Mika of Danne, the Tusaine Ambassador, had actually
cometo seeif "The Peacemaker” had the ssomach for war.

The delegation from Tusaine was carefully watched, but its people received the best hospitality Roald
could command. As Jonathan's squire, Alannawas very much in thethick of things, serving at secret
meetings and accompanying her Prince to what seemed to be an endless number of parties and dances.

Tengon wasintheair. In the meetings, Ambassador Mika became arrogant, thinking Road was weak
rather than quiet. Friendly discussions between Alanna's friends and the Tusaine knights grew sharp as
each group challenged the other to more and more difficult contests of craft and skill. Mattersfinaly
came to a head during what was supposed to be asmall, quiet evening party.

Alanna, Gary's squire, Sacherell of Wellam, and Raoul's squire, Douglas of Veldine, served the wine at
this gathering, following Duke Gareth'singtructionsto keep their guests glassesfull and to report anything
interesting they might overhear. Courtiers dressed in their finest chattered and flirted as the three obeyed
with enthusiasm, trying to get as much from the Tusaine party asthey could. Duke Roger entertained
Mika while the Ambassador'swife, Lady Aenne, told Queen Lianne and King Road stories of the
Tusaine Court.

Gary, Raoul, Alex and Jonathan were talking with some of the younger Tusaine knights, when suddenly
everyone was looking at the group. Dain of Médor, a Tusaine knight, was sneering loudly, "Fencing! I've
seen what you call ‘fencing.' Back homewe cal it dancing! Prince Jonathan, our Tusaine three-year-olds
handle a sword better than some of your knights!"

"You arerudein the palace of your hogt," Gary replied carefully, his broad shoulders tense. Alannacould
tell he was fighting to keep hisvoice even. "'l wish it were possible to teach you some manners.”

For amoment no one spoke. Nearly every Tortallan knight—with the exception of Myles, who was
watching and drinking—had put his hand on his sword hilt. The Tusaines gripped theirs, ready for

anything.

Ambassador Mika turned to Roger. In the quiet hisvoice was very clear. "I must apologize for young
Dan." He bowed in Rodd's direction. The King inclined his head, sllently accepting the gpology. Mika
added with ady smile, "I fear | must agree, however. We seem to have done better by the martid artsin



Tusaine. Perhaps peace has dulled your fighting edge?"

Alannatouched the ember-stone benesth her shirt, wondering what would happen next. She turned.
Raoul, standing by the hearth, was shifting dowly into afighting stance. His cod-black eyeswere
snapping with fury, and he gripped his sword hilt with awhite-knuckled hand.

Frantically she sgndled Douglassto look at his knight-master. Her friend hurried over to Raoul and
shoved awineglassin the big knight's hand, talking softly and quickly. After asecond's hesitation, Raoul
released hishilt withasigh.

" differ with you, Sir Dain," Jon was saying, atouch of amusement in hisvoice. "Even our pagesand
squires know how to handle asword against afull knight. But snce our honor and our teachersarein
question, perhaps we must show you what a Tortallan can do.”

Dain adjusted his sword belt. "Bring on your champion, Highness. | am surel can prove Tusaine
Superiority over any man of your court.”

Jon glanced a Alanna, amiling ironicaly, and she immediately guessed what he had in mind. It would be
a brilliant tactical strokeif I could pull it off, she thought. I'm an unblooded squire in Dain's eyes.
At leadt, it would be a brilliant tactical stroke if | won.

Shelooked the Tusaine knight over. He was a head taler than she was, with broad shoulders and strong
arms, but he was overconfident, and he had been drinking. She nodded to let Jonathan know she was

game.

The Prince smiled icily a the other man. "Not ‘our champion,’ Sir Dain. | said ‘even our pages and
squires.” He nodded to Alanna. She handed her wine pitcher to Sacherell, who nearly dropped it, and
walked quickly over to the group of young knights, her heart thumping with excitement. "Y our Highness?'
she asked, bowing politely.

Jonathan beckoned to her. "I'm sure my persona squire Alan here would oblige you.”

The Tusaine knight stared at the short, dender Alanna, hisjaw hanging open. ™Y ou want meto fence with
asquire?' Dain's voice rose and cracked; someone giggled.

"Areyou afraid?" Jonathan wanted to know.

The other man gasped and sputtered before he could speak again. "I've fought in six duels™ he snapped
findly. "I've been killing mountain bandits snce | was smdler than him." He pointed to Alanna. "If | was
ever smdler than him!”

Alannaknew exactly what Jonathan was trying to do, and she knew it was her turn to add fud to thefire.
"Did you need me for something, my Lord Prince?’

Jonathan shrugged, hiseyes never leaving Dain. "'l thought you might fence with Sir Dain, Alan, but he no
longer seemsto beinterested. I'm sorry to have caled you away for nothing—"

"By Mithraos, I'll do it!" Dain snapped. "I fear no child!"

Jonathan bowed to his parents. "If Y our Mg estieswill excuse us, we would like to go to thefirst fencing
gdlery.”



Turning to look at the King, Alanna saw the oddest ook on Alex's face. He looked—eager, for some
reason. Surely he wasn't looking forward to her risking her life? They had been friendly rivalsfor
years—each trying to be better at fencing, archery and the other fighting skills than the other—buit it was
dill friendly rivary.

She forgot about Alex when she heard the king say, "1 think thisis something we will al want to see.
Ambassador Mika? Lady Aenne? My lady?"

The Queen and Lady Aenne nodded as Mikal said drily, "It should be an interesting entertainment.”
Servants were sent to prepare the largest of the indoor courts, while Duke Gareth's personal manservant
Timon went to Alanna's quartersfor Lightning. Everyone moved down to the court, Myles and Roger
walking with the young men surrounding Alanna. Myles was upset and made no effort to pretend he
wasnt.

"Areyou going to throw away everything?' he demanded furioudy. "He'sahead taller than you are!™
Alannashrugged. "Nearly everyone| fencewithis"" She accepted Lightning from Timon and buckled it
on as Faithful yowled at her feet. Finaly she picked the cat up and perched him on her shoulder. She had
made the discovery that her pet's meowing actually sounded like talk to her, and she wanted to hear what
he had to say now.

Let the foreigner be stupid, he advised. It shouldn't be hard. And don't get yourself killed!

"Areyou listening to me?' Myles demanded. "Thisisn't thetimeto play hero!"

Jon rested a hand on Alanna's free shoulder. "Don't be so upset, Myles. Haven't you ever seen Alan
fence? | have—in the Black City."

The memory of Alan'sand Jon's strange adventure a year before—of the curse removed from the Black
City and of thousands of proud Bazhir tribesmen kneeling in the streets of Persopolis—silenced Myles
for amoment, but no longer.

"Dainisapracticed knight! It isn't the same!”

"Do you hear Father protesting?' Gary asked. "He's been teaching Alan and Alex privately for months
now. Besides, you've got to trust Jonathan's judgment sometime. He doesn't try to get hisfriendskilled.”

Alex dropped back to talk with Duke Roger. "What do you think will happen?’ the Duke asked his
one-time squire.

A smile crossed Alex's dark, secret face. "I think Dain of Melor isinfor alarge surprise.”

Roger shook his head, disbdieving. " Surely you don't mean to say Alanisas good as—wdll, you, for
example”

"But | do. Alan'sasgood as| am. Someday he may be better.”

Roger had no chance to pursue this further since they had arrived at the fencing gdlery. Far below
ground leve, it was cool even in this hot wegther. Torchesin brackets on thewalsthrew light into all



corners. Along onewall three rows of benches were set off from the main floor by alow rail. The
courtiers sat down in arustle of slks, Roger placing himsdlf and Ambassador Mika just behind the King
and Queen.

At oneend of the floor Dain was removing his boots and stretching himsdlf, joking with hisfriends. On
the other side aquiet Alannawatched Dain, ignoring her friends talk. The Tusaine wasn't nervous—good
for him. She would teach him how to be nervous.

Handing Faithful to Myles, she stripped off her own shoes and put on the tan fencing gloves Timon was
holding for her. She didn't know that she was grinning recklessly, amercilesslook in her violet eyes.
Jonathan watched her thoughtfully. If he weren't so angry with Dain, he might fed sorry for the other
knight. He knew what Alanna could do when shewasforced toit.

Duke Gareth joined them. He bent down by Alanna as she began her stretching exercises. "Don't forget
to let him tire himsdlf out while you get his measure. | know the type. Hell try to make you angry with
insults. Don't let that happen—keep your head. Y ou're good, Alan, but you aren't the best.”

Alannagrinned impishly up a him. "No, gr. You are”

The Duke of Naxen dapped her lightly on the shoulder. "Don't be pert. And do be careful.”

Jonathan smiled. "Don't worry, Uncle. Alan kegps hishead in afight.”

Mikal leaned toward Roger, not bothering to keep hisvoicelow. "The squireisbrave, but thisisfolly.
Dainisgood, very good. And he cannot always control histemper. | fear thisevening will have a
sorrowful ending.”

Alannaand Dain stepped to the center of the floor, their unsheathed swords pointing down. Alanna
fingered the ember-stone nervoudy under her shirt, wishing she felt calmer. The king stood.

"Areyou prepared?’

They both faced him and bowed, then saluted him with their swords. Quickly they bowed and saluted
each other, then moved until they were just a sword's length gpart.

"Cross your weapons,” the King ordered. Alannaand Dain obeyed. "Do honor to the laws of chivalry
and to the customs of your lands. Guard!"

Dain siwung his blade around, meeting Alannas with a clear, ringing sound. He bore down, trying to force
her sword to the floor. Alanna gritted her teeth and held, the musclesin her arms screaming. Dain's eyes
widened; she was much stronger than she looked. He broke away and circled her.

"Prepareto die, boy!"

Alannadid not reply. It was the custom to yell insults and chalenges a an opponent, but she had dways
thought thiswas awaste of breath. She had aso noticed that her unusua silence made her opponents
nervous. Instead she watched Dain steadily, waiting for the movement of historso that would give his
next thrust away.

He whipped his sword down and in. Alanna struck it away and did her own blade straight toward Dain's
heart, ready to pull back if she had to. Dain stepped back hurriedly, and Alannalunged back before she



went off-balance.
"A child'strick!" Dain scoffed.

The King winked back at Roger. "That 'child's trick’ nearly worked," he murmured, to Ambassador
Mikal's obvious discomfort.

Dainwascircling and talking, trying to keep Alannadistracted until he spotted her weakness. He lunged
in and back with great speed, searching for her one failure to fend him off. Alanna parried his blows and
watched for an opening she could use to knock the sword from his hand: she wanted no bloodshed.
Swest was trickling down her cheek, making her nervous—what if it got in her eyes? 1t was no comfort
that Dain's shirt and tunic were soaked through on the chest and between his shoulder blades, or that he
was bregthing in deep, heavy gasps. Alannagrinned to herself. He should have begun fencing with
Coram's big old sword, she thought. Then he wouldn't be so tired now.

Frantic, Dain insulted her ancestors, her mother, her looks. Alannaignored him, far more worried about
the swesat she could feel on her forehead. The only sound in the big room was the padding of their
stockinged feet and Dain's harsh breathing. Alanna spotted a chance and lunged desperately—Dain
stumbled back. Shetried to wipe her face on her deeve while he recovered.

She wasn't quick enough. With ayell of triumph the knight darted forward. She stepped back too dowly,
and thetip of Dain's sword sank deep into her right arm below the elbow. Cursing her bad timing, Alanna
lowered her blade. She had lost. According to the rules, Dain had won by drawing first blood. The fight
was over.

Helunged for her chest, hiseyeswide and crazy. Alannajumped aside, just missing dying on the
Tusaine'ssword.

"Foul!" Gary ydled, furious. Othersjoined him, ydling "Foul!"

Dain ignored them. He circled Alanna, searching for another opening. Duke Gareth strode forward, his
sword shimmering in hisfist. He obvioudy planned to end the fight, and from thelook on hisface, if Dain
got hurt it would be too bad for him!

Alannastopped her teacher with ashake of the head. A cold, glittering fury filled her chest. She loved the
laws of chivary, and this Tusaine barbarian had just broken them. He would pay for that, and pay well.

Sowly she stepped back and away from Dain, painfully transferring Lightning into her left hand. Blood
dripped onto the floor from her right arm. I'll have to be careful and not dip in it, she thought as she
readied herself.

Faithful yowled encouragement as Alannalunged forward vicioudy. Lightning met Dain's sword with a
crash. Ingantly she pulled away, then thrust in again. The knight blocked clumsly, falling back as she
borein on him. Her sword never stopped moving; she never stopped looking for an opening. Thereit
wes!

She brought Lightning down, under and up, catching Dain's hilt and yanking the sword from hishand. It
went flying. In his haste to escape, the man stcumbled, falling flat. Alannadarted forward to press
Lightning's brightly gleaming point into Dain'sthroat. The Tusaine knight looked up into the coldest eyes
he ever hoped to see.



"Stupid,” Alannatold him quietly, her voice shaking with fury. "That was very stupid. And you're lucky
I'm abetter 'knight' than you are, or you'd be dead.” She turned contemptuously and walked back to her
friends, |etting Jon brace her as Duke Gareth bound up her wound.

"He was holding back," Ambassador Mika murmured thoughtfully. "All dong—that boy was holding
back." He looked at Road. "If dl your young knights are like that one squire, your army must be
formidableindeed.”

"Seefor yoursdlf." The King pointed to Jonathan, quiet and commanding; big Gary and even bigger
Raoul; dender, dark Alex with his catlike grace. "They are part of our future,” the King said. "It isafuture
we al want to protect.”

ALANNA was cleaning Lightning in her room when Mylesfound her. "Y ou didn't kill him," the knight
sad bluntly. "Hewould have killed you, but you didn't kill him." Alannas arm was hurting; she hadn't yet
gotten the chance to place hedling magic on hersdlf.

The pain made her short with her friend. "So? He was stupid. If | killed everyone who was stupid, |
wouldn't havetimeto deep.”

"He gave you every excuseto kill him," Myles persisted. "Even his Ambassador would have understood
if you hed."

"Just because he behaved badly is no excuse for me to behave badly." Alannaslower lip began to
tremble. It was too much excitement. She wanted to go to bed, and she wanted to heal her am so it
would stop throbbing. "Why are you picking on me? Y ou of al people should've known | wouldn't kill
him."

Myles hugged her tightly, taking care not to bump her wounded arm. ™Y ou're agood lad, Alan of
Trebond,” he whispered. ™Y ou give an old man hope."

"Nonsense," Alannagrowled, pleased and embarrassed by the unexpected praise. "Y ou aren't that old.
And I'm not that good alad.”

DUKE Roger settled into the chair before hisfire, picking up achess piece from the game set up there. It
was a pawn. The man smiled ironically; before the Black City he had thought Alan of Trebond wasa
pawn. A Gifted, athletic pawn, but a pawn nevertheless; a pawn who could be moved around by Roger.
The Black City—and tonight's bout with Dain—had taught him differently. Alan of Trebond was
dangerous.

Jonathan should not have returned from the Black City. Roger knew that place of evil well, and he knew
the Y sandir who lived there were invincible. That waswhy he had taken the risk, usng magica
suggestion to make Jonathan need to vist the forbidden place. But Jonathan had taken Alan with him,
and both had come back aive. Two young, untried boys had not only escaped the Y sandir, they had
destroyed them!

Roger made aface and poured himsdlf somewine. At least one of the gods was protecting Jonathan,
maybe more; he was certain of that. It did not matter; if he had to throw earth and the heavensinto chaos



to get the Tortallan throne, he would.
Alan of Trebond! What did he know about the lad? What powers did the boy have?

Pacing his chamber furiously now, the sorcerer remembered the Swesting Sickness. He had brewed a
fever that would drain any healer who pursued it, sending it to both city and palace in order to make sure
every heder in the capital would be too weak to help when the Prince fdll ill. But Jonathan had survived,
and the healer-lad with the wide purple eyestold Roger that Sir Myles had shown him what to do. Myles
was ascholar: it was possible he had read spellsthat could counteract even powerful magic.

So he, Roger, had accepted Alan's story. Then he had questioned the boy further, reaching into hismind
to seeif Alan had any secrets. He remembered that moment even now—feding hismagic diding over
glasswalls behind those innocent eyes. If he had touched a power that attacked him, he might have
probed the boy with red sorcery. Instead he thought the dipperiness was stupidity or thoughtlessness. He
had |et the page go without looking further. Three times more afool!

There was the sword, the battered and ancient sword that Myles "just happened” to have in hisarmory:
Roger's arm had been numb for aweek after touching it. And the cat! If Faithful was an ordinary cat,
Roger would swallow hiswizard'srod whole, So far it seemed Alan didn't know the vaue of his
weapons, but his"ignorance” had fooled Roger before. Even if he did not know their uses now, he would
aurely learn themin the future.

And tonight Alan had reveded another important quality he could bring to Jonathan's service: he had
shown hewas agreat swordsman, one who could fight as well—if not better—with hisleft hand aswith
hisright. Roger swore again and gulped down another glass of wine. Why had Alex never told him?
Jealousy? A refusdl to believe aboy who was still asquire could be as good as he was? The Duke
scowled, fingering his short beard. He would have to be more careful now than ever; Alan, hefdlt,
suspected him, and Alan must never get proof to back up his suspicions. Of course, there were ways and
ways to handle that aspect of things. Some steps might be taken soon.

Moreimportant, Roger needed to get rid of Alan in some way that appeared naturdl. In fact, it might be
impossibleto dispose of Jonathan without firgt killing Alan. But it would have to be handled carefully,
subtly. He could not rouse anyone's suspicions.

Roger did not want aviolent civil war that would leave Tortal ruined and poor. He wanted no enemies
like Duke Gareth or Sir Myles. He only wanted hisuncle, hisaunt and his cousin to die natural-seeming
deaths within the next five years, so no one could claim he had stolen histhrone. Hewasin no hurry. He
could afford to wait, now that the Queen could have no more children; athough it would do no harm to
ensure that Duke Gareth, Myles and perhaps even the King never looked at him with suspicion.

And Alan of Trebond, who aready suspected? That needed study. He must certainly put hismind to the
problem of Alan of Trebond.

3: The Prince's Squire

LATE one night in August—the night before Jonathan's birthday—Alanna made for the Dancing Dove,
the inn that served as ameeting place for the Court of the Rogue. Reminding Faithful to behave himsdif,
she settled the cat firmly on her shoulder and entered the inn. It took amoment for her to adjust to the

smoke and noise in the large common room; the thieves and their women were louder than usud. They



gregted Alannaand Faithful with yells of gpprova, inviting squire and cat to join them.

Alannanodded to George, the Rogue himself, who was sitting at hisusua place beside the now-empty
hearth. "Thanks" shetold the others, "but I'm here on an errand.”

"Areyeever heret' drink?" Scholar wanted to know. "What a sober youngling! Y e an' Johnny! (None of
the thieves knew George'sfriend, the rich young Johnny, wasin truth Prince Jonathan.) Y e never have a
drop!"

"Tisunnaturd!" Lightfingers bellowed. He yanked a pretty flower-sdller cdled Laughing Ndl onto his
lap. "Alan, yewon't even have adrink t'celebrate th' Prince's birthday ?*

Alannagrinned. "Y ou're celebrating His Highness's birthday? 1t's not even midnight! Does he know
youre so loyd, 'Fingers?'

George stood, commanding everyone's attention. "Lightfingersjust likesto drink, Alan." Fingers nodded
and grinned. "And if he can't find an excuse, he drinks from sorrow. Come upgtairs, lad.”

Alannafollowed the King of the Thievesto his chambers, sinking into achair with relief. "Goddess, I'm
tired!" she said with ayawn as Faithful let George scratch his ears. "Up before dawn today, and again
tomorrow. Maybe | should change my mind and become a stableboy or something.”

George poured them each aglass of wine, then threw open the shutters, |etting the cool night breeze rush

in. "Anyone who wishesto be aknight ismad, to my way of thinkin'. | hear you did well in your lessons
with Duke Gareth today.”

Alannalaughed as Faithful explored the room. "George, you amaze me. | wish the King's spiesin Tusaine
were as good asyou are.”

"That can be arranged,” the thief murmured.
Alannasat bolt upright. "Y ou mean you could—you would—"

"I think | could be makin' someinquiries, yes. But you had best be certain you find away of concedin'
your source.”

"Yes, that would be a problem.” Alannanodded. "I'll think about that part of it, then, and you—would
you make your inquiries?’ She smiled a him shyly. "It could be important. Y ou know what the Situationis
with Tusaine"

George unlocked alarge chest in the corner of the room, lifting out abulky package and asmall one and
putting them on the table. "Of course," he said. "1 wouldn't do it for the King, but for you and Jon | will.
Aren't wefriends? Here, lass. From Lord Thom in the City of the Godsto yourstruly to you."

The large package contained asilver chain mail shirt decorated with tiny diamonds and sgpphires, and a
belt of woven slver wire. Glowing with pleasure, for Alannahad rarely seen such beautiful work, she
opened her twin'sletter.

Sster Dear:

| trust thiswill serve adequately as Trebond's honorarium on the occasion of his Highness's



birthday. Are you trying to break my treasury? Just don't forget to mention my name. | did as you
asked and put some protective spells on shirt and belt. In fact, | put the strongest on them | could
find. The Masters questioned us for days, trying to find out who used so much magic without
permission. | knew you would want the best.

Once again questions about us are being asked in the City. | think at least one of the new servants
hired here at the Mithran Cloistersis also being paid to keep an eye on me. So | play twice as
stupid, and I'm being very careful. Perhaps you'll say | worry too much, but | believe you did
something to make your "smiling friend" nervous. Think about it. Give my regards to the
dishonorable George, and of course formal regards fromthe Lord of Trebond to the Royal
Family—you know how to handle that sort of thing.

Thom.

Alannaread the | etter to George before burning it in the candleflame. "He's got ddusions,” she said flatly.
"Why would Duke Roger take specid interest in us now?'

George swallowed hisdrink and poured another. "Weren't you telin' me the Duke's been testin' your
magic ahit lately? And twice you've been followed into the city by palace men.”

Alannadared at the thief. " Followed?"

George patted her shoulder. "They never got so far as the marketplace. | dways have you or the lads
watched on your way here by my people, in case my Lord Provost decides there's oddnessin your city
vigts”

Alannafrowned. "Why follow me, or have Thom watched? And why has he been testing my magic?'
George shrugged broad shoulders. "Thisis dated July, and you beat Dain of M or in June. He Started
testin' your magic after the Black City; that was ayear ago. Y our bein’ followed dates from June, too. I'd
say you worried him with your magic last year, and with your strength at arms when you beat Dain.”
Alannasighed and shook her head. "That doesn't make sense.”

George smiled thinly. "Ah, but it does, and you well know it."

Alannaknew what he meant, and she didn't want to even think about it. She changed the subject.
"Anyway, thanks. Ligten, I'll keep my ears peeled around my Lord Provost. Y ou've been morethan a
friend. | don't want anything to happen to you."

George amiled at her. "With friendslike you and Jon, | doubt much ever will." Suddenly hisface wasvery
thoughtful. "How old are you, lass?"

Alannasmiled at him. "Y ou ought to know; | just turned fifteen.”
Hetook one of her handsin histwo large ones. "We marry as young asfifteen herein thecity.”
Alannalaughed. "I'm not going to marry, George, you know that."

"Shouldn't you know what love'slike before you begin renouncin’ it?' George was watching her, the
oddest look in hiseyes. Alannas heart best too fast; her hand was il in his. He stood, pulling her to her



feet closeto him.

"George, you've been celebrating too much.” Shetried to keep her voice light and relaxed. "I never
thought I'd hear you talk likethis."

"Why not?' His voice was as redaxed and cardess as hers. If only hewould let go of her hand!
"Because—well, because you know me better. | have other plans.”

"Y ou're not even curious?' He refused to look away. She had never noticed before how much green was
in hishazd eyes, or how long hislasheswere.

She had to pull her hand away, eveniif it wasrude. "No," she said flatly. This conversation wasfar too
persond! "I'mnot curiousat al.”

Faithful, who had been deeping on the windowsill, yawned and stretched.

"Quiteright,” Alannatold her cat. Nervoudy she gathered up the package containing the shirt and belt.
"I've got to go," she announced.

He gathered up his sword belt. "I'll just go with you asfar asthe Temple Didtrict. Y ou're carryin’
vauables, remember, and even | don't trust my folk completely. Good swordsman you are, but you might
be outnumbered." He grinned as he fastened the belt around his hard waist. "Besides, one of your
attackers may be awrestler.”

Alannamade aface a him, rdieved he was taking sensbly once more. "Thanks. | love having my nose
rubbed in my weskness."

George tucked the second, unopened package into his shirt front. "Y ou'd worry meif you didn't have
some weaknessss, little one" heinformed her. "Well take the back stairs."

It was fun to walk through the Lower City with him, talking about the upcoming celebrationswhile
Faithful dashed off after red or imaginary prey. It was so late that no one was out to seethem. Her
hands were full with Jon's gift, and she knew anyone would think twice about attacking aman who
moved with such muscular grace. Also, sometimesit was pleasant just to be with George, to relax and to
forget about being anoble, about the Ordedl, about being agirl fighting to win aknight's shield. George
just let her be who she was.

"Hm?" she asked, redlizing hislast remark had been aquestion.

"| said, are things with the Tusaine nobles so serious? Theroguesin Tusainethink it'sdl just acourt
storm, but they admit they don't know their nobles aswell aswe do." George's teeth flashed inagrin.

"Serious enough, | think," she admitted. " Anything you learn will help.”

"Then I'll do my best." They had reached the edge of the Temple Didtrict. George could leave her there
safely: the Digtrict was patrolled by warriors of different faiths, and the rest of the Palace Way wasin full
view of the Roya Guard.

Thethief pulled her into the shade of alarge tree, where they couldn't be seen by anyone passing by, and
drew the smal package out of hisshirt front. "Thisisfrom meto Jon. Be sureyou giveit to himin private.



Y ou don't want folk askin' questions about the giver.”

Alannatucked the gift into the larger bundle, juggling it al with difficulty. Shelooked up a her friend
accusngly. "George, did you—"

He laughed merrily. "Oh, you mistrugtin’ child! No, | did not stedl it. | had it made special for Jon. It's
quite pretty, evenif | did haveto pay for it mysdlf." Helooked around, checking to seeif anyone was
coming, then suddenly tilted her face up with one hand. "Alanna," he whispered, "I'm takin' advantage of
you now, because | may never catch you with your handsfull again." He kissed her softly and carefully.
Alannatrembled, too shocked to do anything but let it happen.

"There." George released her. "Think over what | said about love.”
"Pigsmight fly," she snapped, her voice shaking. "I should have stabbed you!™

He chuckled infuriatingly. "No. | won't let you stab me and ruin our friendship. Will you be afraid to face
me again after this?'

Alannafelt hersdlf turning beet red. Thiswastoo much! "I'm afraid of no one, George Cooper,” she
ydled. "Especidly not you!"

"Until next time, then." He saluted her and headed back down to the city, whistling. Faithful rubbed
againg Alannas ankles, purring.

"Where were you when | needed you?' she asked him bitterly. " As achaperone you aren't much.”

I'm not here as a chaperone, the cat replied. Besides, | didn't want to interrupt. You seemed to be
enjoying yourself.

Therewas no way of replying to such obvious silliness. Alannaturned and walked quickly—very
quickly—back to the palace.

ALTHOUGH Alannalater remembered very little of the daylight celebrationsin honor of Jonathan's
nineteenth birthday, she remembered the ball that night vividly. That was when she met Ddliaof Eldorne
for thefirs time.

She had been sitting in awindow seat, bored and miserable, when Gary found her. She hated parties,
and normally the only way she attended one was when she was pouring drinks and serving food as a
squire. Tonight, however, servants waited on the guests, and as Jonathan's squire she had been
practicaly ordered to attend. She consdered it a useless exercise. She couldn't converse with strangers
easly, and she certainly couldn't flirt with the ladies as her friends did! She was busy cdculating an
escape when Gary, magnificent in brown velvet, discovered her hiding place. "I know you hate socia
events, but you'll never get used to them thisway."

"I don't haveto get used to them,” Alannaretorted. "If | get my shield, I'm riding off on adventures.”

"Nonsense!" Her friend grinned. "Come out of your shell. There are plenty of noblewomen who'd liketo
meet the Prince's squire, especialy since June.”



"I'm only fifteen," Alannareplied automaticaly. "1'm too young for girls.”

Gary smoothed his new moustache. "Y ou're never too young for girls. Come on. I'll introduce you to the
newest arrival. Shejust came yesterday, and Mithros!" Hewhistled hisapprova, adding smugly, "I got
to meet her first." He clamped a hand around Alannas arm and levered her out of her seet, walking her
out onto thefloor. It was either walk or be dragged; Alanna sometimeswondered if Gary knew hisown
grength.

She saw the trouble spot immediately: Jonathan stood at the center of acluster of knights. Hewastaking
to someone hidden from Alannas view. The young men moved out of Gary's way, spotting Alannaand
grinning. Squire Alan's reluctance to meet young ladies was paace legend.

Jonathan saw them and smiled, beckoning them forward. " Gary, you found him. Alan, come here."

A royal command was aroya command. Alannamoved up to stand beside the Prince, but she wasn't
happy about it.

Seated at the center of the cluster of men wasalovdy girl with chestnut-colored hair. Alannalifted an
eyebrow. Most maidens at Court wore pae colors or whites, but this one was wearing alow-cut green
slk dress. Well, the color did emphasize her bright-green eyes as alighter color would not.

Jonathan was bowing to the vision. "Lady Deliaof Eldorne, 1'd like you to meet my persona squire, Alan
of Trebond."

Alannabowed and found hersdlf presented with adainty white hand. Blushing dightly, she brushed it with
her lips. Never was she more aware of her rea sex than at momentslike these! She looked up into
Delidsface, noting the pert little nose and full red lips. She's a beauty, all right, Alannaredlized. And
she knows it.

"Alan of Trebond," Deliamurmured, her voice light and throaty. "1've heard of you, haven't 17" She
tapped her rosy mouth with her fan, one ddlicate dark brow carefully arched. Then she laughed merrily.
"The'Squire's Squire!" And you best that dreadful knight from Tusaine. | think that's thrilling!"

Alannabowed palitdy. "It was nothing, Lady Ddlia" she murmured.

"Oh, but you're being modest. I'm sure no Tortdlan thinksit was 'nothing—do you, gentlemen?’ Ddlia
asked the brigtlingly jealous knights around her. Alannaknew very wdll that at the moment her friends
werewishing they had beaten Dain, and that she wasfar, far away. In that Alannawas one with them.
Shedidn't like Ddlia, and she wanted to leave. " Do you dance, Alan of Trebond?' Deliaasked now.

Jonathan, grinning wickedly, replied, "Of course he knows how to dance. He learned the steps as a page,
asdidweadl." Alannapromptly resolved to put something soft and squishy in her friend's bed—very
soon.

"And he was always stepping on someone'sfeet,” Raoul muttered.

Déliaplaced her hand on Alannas arm, rising gracefully from her chair. "'I'm sure he dances beautifully
now." Shelaughed.

The Code of Chivary was very specific about moments like this. Red as abeet, Alannaled Ddiaout
onto the dance floor asthe musicians struck up awatz. She had never felt soridiculousin her life. Delia



was even taler than shewad!

Carefully Alannawhirled Ddliaaround the floor asthe girl chattered about how kind everyone was,
particularly Prince Jonathan. She knew now she didn't like Ddliaat all, and shefdt very odd whenever
Delia complimented Jonathan. Findly it was over, and she returned the young noblewoman to her
admirers. Good manners or no, she was going. Even the Chamber of the Ordeal had to be better than
dancing with agreen-eyed flirt.

She bumped into Myles on her way out. Her friend was worse for wear, to put it mildly.

Hetoasted her with his glass of brandy. "Not sociable, Alan?' Myles asked. "Y ou'd better learn to be. A
knightisasocid animd.”

"I'd sooner kissa—"

"Dont, please. Sometimes you're too frank for an old man.”

Alannalooked him over. "Need help getting back to your rooms?* she asked.

‘No. I'm gtaying to watch the pretty little Eldorne girl try to hook every digiblemale a Court.”
Alannaclenched her jaw. "If she doesn't succeed, it won't be because shedidn't try."

Myleslifted both eyebrows. " Jed ous about Jonathan?”

"Why should | be jed ous about Jonathan?" she snapped.

Myles shrugged. " Some women like to break up men'sfriendships. If | wereyou, 1'd keep that in mind.”

"I'll stop by in the morning with my hangover remedy. It sounds asif you'l need it." Sometimesthe odd
things Mylestold her made too much sense for her peace of mind.

"Y ou're agood human being, Alan. Too good to be caught up in Court games. Run aong to bed.”

Alannaobeyed, thinking. By "Court games' Myles meant the tricks people used to win favor with
important nobles, to get revenge on each other or to acquire power. Was that the kind of game Ddlia
played? Whatever it was, it left asour taste in Alannal's mouth.

IT WAS ahard winter for Alanna, and she sometimes wondered if she spent dl of it in abad temper.
The cold was worse than she could ever remember, biting into her bones at every turn. Too often she
awoke shivering in the night, despite Faithful, plenty of hot bricks and awell-banked fire. Once or twice
she caught hersalf wondering what would happen if she climbed in with Jonathan! When the cold got that
bad, she used her Gift to warm hersdlf. The effort left her tired and cross in the morning, but to Alanna
anything was better than fegling cold and thinking such thoughts. On days when sheworked in the
outdoor practice courts, she remembered the heat of the Great Southern Desert with longing.

The temperatures meant trouble at home, aswell. Coram wrote her that early frosts had hurt the harvest,
and Alannafound hersdaf busy arranging for food and warm clothing to be sent to Trebond. Coram was
doing hisbest, but he had not had agrest dedl of timeto bring thefief back from Lord Alan's neglect.



More than once Alannawent to Myles and Duke Gareth for advice. For someone who's never going
to run a fief, she often thought wryly, 1'm certainly getting plenty of practice.

That winter, as a preliminary test to prepare the squires for the Ordedl, they were required to spend a
January night out in the open in the Roya Forest. Biting back an unreasoning fedling of terror—she
would not freezeto desth, if shetook care—Alannareadied the things she would need. Out on her own,
she burrowed deep into asnowbank and made asnug little cave for her tent and her fur-lined bedroll. A
tree behind would keep off the worst of the driftsif more snow should fall. Faithful chose to keep her
company, and he seemed much warmer than she felt (even though she wore fleece-lined leather over
severd layers of wool and stk clothing).

She had planned to go ice-fishing for her dinner, just to show Duke Gareth she could survivein the cold;
but late in the afternoon a sudden blizzard rolled in, dousing the woods in snow. Alannaand Faithful
secured themsalvesin their burrow, and from time to time Alannathrust Lightning through into the air to
keep them from suffocating. For the rest of the night she and the cat dept—and talked. She knew it
sounded like meowing to most other people, but to her Faithful talked as understandably as any human.

They had both falen adeegp toward dawn, when the blizzard's howling windsfindly stopped. Alannawas
dreaming of the desert and of awarm nap in the sun when she came wide awake. Something grunting
and determined was digging in the snow overhead. Faithful's violet eyes glowed in the darkness beside
her.

"l think it'saboar," Alannahissed as soundlesdy as she could. "It figures." Carefully, moving aslittle as
possible, she worked Lightning up and free. When an ugly, cloven hoof burst through the beaten snow
over the tent opening, Alannathrust upward with al her strength. She burst from the snow, shaking
clumps from her face, to fed her sword wrenched from her hand.

The boar was squedling with rage, trying to did odge the blade that was driven through his chest and
back. Suddenly he stiffened and fell. Alannawalked toward him carefully, seeing aglaze coming over his
eyes. Gripping her swordhilt to pull it free, she stopped; the boar's eyes were a demonic red. Suddenly
he shuddered one last time—and vanished.

Wordlesdy Alannagathered up her things. She didn't need Faithful to tell her—as he was,
forcefully—that someone had just tried to kill her: someone with acommand of sorcery. "I have no
proof,” she snapped, and that was the end of it. Shewould never tell anyone until she had proof.

On top of everything ese, therewas Delia. More than once that winter Alannathought thet if she heard
thelovely girl's name once more, she would scream. Jonathan spent his free time writing bad poetry to
Ddiaand ingsting that Alannalisten to him read it. Gary and Raoul fought aduel over one of her riding
gloves, and Duke Gareth sent them both on border patrolsto cool off. The only good thing about this
punishment was that they had to take Douglass and Sacherell with them; even those two had been bitten
by romance.

Alanna continued to didike the girl unreasonably, staying away from her as much as she could. She
sometimesfdt that Deliaknew Alanna detested her. She dso thought Delialiked to have Jonathan's
squire giving her specid sarvice: fanning Deliawhen she was hot, bringing her glasses of lemonade, even
dancing with her; adl activitiesthat got Alannainto trouble with her lovesick friends. Jonathan went so far
asto accuse her of using Deliato make her masquerade as aboy seem more believable! He later
gpologized, but it wastheir firg big fight, and Alanna couldn't quite forgive Dedliafor being the cause.

Alannawas forced to listen when Jon ranted about Delias flirtations with other knights, and she suffered



through his attempts at poetry. Shetried to be the best friend to him she could, because it was obvious
(to her, if not to Jonathan) that Deliawas toying with him. The girl would convince Jon one day that she
was his aone, and ignore him the next. Soon they were deeping togethe—sometimes. Which only made
it worse. Jon was cross and elated by turns.

Only Alex and his squire, Geoffrey of Meron, seemed unaffected by Delia, and it was awelcome change
to talk with them. It was during one such conversation with Alex on awindy day in March that Alanna
discovered they wanted to test each other. Before he had passed the Ordeal, Alex had been the best of
the squires; now he was getting areputation as one of thefinest knightsin Tortall.

He and Alanna had been talking about what it was like to be good, with everyone watching for mistakes,
until it was only natura to find one of the indoor fencing courts and see which of them was better. They
had agreed areferee was not necessary, since they were only using blunt practice swords. Not even
Faithful wasthere,

Alannawatched Alex stretch as she did so hersdlf, excitement running through her veins. She had dways
wondered if shewas as good as her dark friend. Now she would find out.

Their stretching finished, they saluted each other with the practice swords. Without warning Alex struck,
his hand flashing in acomplex overhand pass that brought his blade within inches of Alanna's unguarded
face. Only aquick backward legp saved her. She circled, watching Alex's chest. With all but the best
fighters, muscle movementsin the chest often betrayed the direction of the next attack—except Alex was
one of the best. Like Duke Gareth, who fought without signals, Alex moved without warning. He swept
his sword up and under; the blow would have ripped Alanna open from abdomen to chest if they had
been using red swords. She lunged back once more, but not quickly enough. Thetip of Alex's sword
diced up her thigh, tearing her hose and gouging adeep scratch in her leg.

"Hey, Alex!" she protested. "Be careful!" The knight did not answer. His dark face was emotionless, his
eyes unreadable. Alannafaded back, then lunged to the side and the front, coming at himina
graightforward strike. Alex met her: their swordhilts locked. Body-to-body, Duke Gareth called it, and it
rarely happened. For someone as smdll as Alannait meant redl trouble. Alex strained, forcing hisweight
down, trying to make her fal to her knees. Alannabroke away and came back instantly, knocking his
blade aside. Theflat of her sword struck Alex hard on the cheekbone, and she stepped back, feding
ashamed. It was disgraceful to let her temper get awvay with her as she just had.

"Alex, I'm sorry,” she said ruefully, looking at the welt spreading across hisdark skin. Do you—"

Alex brought up his sword again, smiling dightly. His dark eyes glittered with something she couldn't
name. He whispered, "Guard.”

Alannawas suddenly tired of this game. Determined to end the match one way or another, she lungedin.
Alex locked with her again and knocked her to the floor.

Alannarolled. Alex's sword-point struck the floor an inch away from her head, taking achip out of the
hard wood. She glimpsed hisface, and what she saw frightened her. His eyes were bright; the smileon
his lips was suddenly nasty. She jumped up as he came at her again, but she wasn't quick enough. The

flat of his blade smacked againgt her ribs, making her gasp for air. She swung at his sde and connected
hard, making him wince with pain.

Thistime she put her sword down. "1 want to stop,” shetold him. " Something's wrong!"



She got her sword up just in time as he struck. Their blades met, and sparks flew. Alanna disengaged
and got away.

Sweat trickled into her eyes; she shook her head to clear them. Thiswasinsane! He acted asif heredly
wanted to kill her; with adull practice sword desth would be very panful.

Alex closed in, unstoppable. He brought his sword up and over his head, coming down hard. Alanna
dodged asidejust in time; the blunt edge struck her collarbone rather than her skull. Bone cracked in her
shoulder as shefell to her kneeswith acry of pain. Helplesdy she watched the siword swing up and
down, unable to stop its dicing toward her throat. She closed her eyes. If he hit her in the neck, he would
break it, and there was nothing she could do.

"Vey interesting, Alex."

Miraculoudy, Alex dropped his blade and turned. Myles stood just inside the door, Faithful at hisfeet.
"You've certainly proved you're better than Alan. Of course, you are four years older, and you have
severd battlesto your credit." The older knight's words whipped through the air like alash. "However, |
think you two have played 'Best Warrior' long enough. Or didn't you redlize you had injured Alan?"

Alex turned to Alanna. The nasty smile was replaced by concern. "Alan, | didn't—nhere, let me help you
up—"

"Don't touch me!" Alanna cried as he reached for her. She quickly added, "Please, Alex—it'smy
collarbone. | think it'sbroken."

Alex kndt besde her, hisfacetense. "Alan, I'll never forgive mysdf—"

She amiled tightly, beginning to fed sick. "It'sdl right. Wejust got alittle carried awvay. With my Gift I'll
befinein acouple of days."

Alex looked a Myles. "Sir Myles, | didnt—"

"The Provogt islooking for you," Mylesreplied, his sharp eyes never leaving Alex'sface. "l believe he
has a border patrol ready. It must have been hard on you, cooped up thiswinter while everyone e se got
duties”

Alex gtood. "If therés anything | can do—"

Alannanodded, sweat standing out on her forehead. "I'll let you know right away."

Alex hurried out, and Myles crossed to Alanna. "Just lie dill," hetold her. "I'll get ahedler—and some
sarvants. Well haveto carry you out, I'm afraid.”

"What brought you here?' Alannawhispered. "No one knew..."

Myles nodded to the cat bumping Alannas good hand. "Faithful brought me. He was very forceful! I'm
glad | ligened. Alan, Alex wastrying to kill you.”

Alannashook her head, the effort bringing on awave of nausea. "He's been my friend for years.”

He didn't look so very friendly when we walked in, Faithful told her.



Alannagrimaced. "1 don't want to hear any more about it." But in her mind avoice was saying, He hasn't
been a close friend in years—not since he became Duke Roger's squire. She sighed and put the
thought away to go over later, when her head wasn't spinning. Until she had proof she had to keep her
suspicionsto hersdf.

4: A Cry of War

THE APRIL rains poured down outside the Dancing Dove as Alannaexamined the scrap of dirty paper
George had given her, wishing it would go away. "There's no chance of amistake?" she asked her friend.

"None," thethief replied. "I've received the same reports from the castles where the troops are hid and
from the Rogue in Tusaine's capital. Duke Hilam, King Ain's brother, sees himsdlf as aconqueror. He's
mobilized dl their armies, and the spearhead pointsright at the Drell River. With the mountain passes
open..." He shrugged. "I give it two more weeks before they're locked onto the river'sright bank. The
fort there won't hold out much more than aweek once Duke Hilam attacks.”

Alannalooked at the tiny map. "What astupid placeto fight awar," she whispered. "It's enclosed by
mountains. Neither sdewill have room to turn. The mountainswill dow down reinforcements, supplies.
And we're going to be doing alot of fighting in theriver." She folded the map up and stuck it in her shirt.
"Thanks, George."

"l just wish | had good news." The thief'sfingers touched her chin gently, making her look up. Alanna
blushed. He hadn't kissed her since Jon's birthday dmost ayear ago; but he let her know—uwith little
touches, with softnessin his eyes when he looked at her—that he was stalking her. Jonathan looked at
Déeliain much the sameway. That Alannagot such attention from George terrified her.

"l haveto leave," she said, gathering up her cloak.
"All right, then." He opened the door for her.
"Let meknow what's done."

Alannacouldnt help but grin. "Don't be silly. Y ou'll probably know before me." She hurried out into the
rainy night.

She found Myles of Olau in his chambers, trandating some ancient document. Faithful was curled up
before the knight'sfire, having told Alanna he preferred napping before awarm hearth to trotting to the
City intherain. He greeted Alannanow by legping onto her shoulder.

The moment Myles saw her face he put histrandating aside. "What's wrong?"

Alanna pulled the folded map from benegth her shirt, watching Myless face as she opened it. "Y ou have
some friendsin the City," shereplied softly. "A young burglar named Marek. An old man who forges
cdled Scholar." She amiled. "They say you're agood drinking companion. | couldvetold them that."
Myles opened his mouth to speak, but Alanna shook her head. "I'm not asking you to admit anything. I'm
tdlingyou | know Marek and Scholar and their friends. I'm friends with the man who rulesthem.”

"The Rogue himsdf?' Myleswhispered. "How?'



"It'stoo long a story, but I've known him and the othersfor years. Last summer | told George—the
Rogue—that we were having trouble getting good information from Tusaine. He offered to help.” Alanna
handed the map to her friend. "He gave me thistoday. Thelittle red arrows are Tusaine legions—"

Myles counted them. "Twenty." He whistled. " At one hundred men per legion—two thousand foot
oldiers”

"The blue arrows are units, ten armed knights each.”

"One hundred and fifty in dl." Myleslooked at the map, rubbing his forehead wearily. "They're quartered
in these castles and towns?”'

Alannanodded. "And look whet they're circled around.”
"The Drel River Vdley." Myleslooked a Alanna "How much do you trust the Rogue?'
"I trust himwithmy life. | trust himwith Jon'slife”

Mylesrose. "Duke Gareth and the King must see thisimmediately. I'll be certain your name and that of
your source don't comeinto the discussion.”

"One more thing, Myles. George says the mountain passes from Tusaine into the Drell Valey are open.”

"Then weve very littletime, and we're not prepared.” Myles shook his shaggy head. "Gareth and | tried
to convince Roald that Hilam would do this. If we were dedling only with King Ain, theréd be no trouble.
Hejust wantsto beleft in his pleasure gardens with hiswives. But Hilam—"

"Has notions?' Alanna suggested.

MY LES information had an immediate effect on the paace. Every high-ranking nobleman was
summoned to the War Chamber to confer dl the next day and late into the night. Messengers and carrier
pigeons went out from the castle in droves as the halls buzzed with gossip. Alannacould only wait.
Jonathan was included in the discussions, but his squire was not.

She was reading in her rooms|ate the next night when the Prince returned at last. He shook his head
when she gestured toward achair. "I'm for bed," he said. "I just wanted you to know it'swar. Father's
sent out the Call to Mugter. Theinitia force—that's us—ridesin five days."

Alannas heart drummed uncomfortably. Like it or not, shewould bein her first battle before she turned
gxteen. "Who's commanding?' she asked.

"Uncle Gareth," wasthe reply. " Get your deep. You'l needit.”

AFTER severd days of gathering arms and supplies and ouitfitting men from nearby towns and villages,
theinitia force was ready. Three days after the Call to Muster went out, the force assembled in military
formation on the wide grass-covered hill between the palace and the Temple Didtrict, awaiting review by



the King and Duke Gareth. Alanna, stationed just behind Jonathan, surveyed the ranks of men when
Duke Gareth wasn't looking. We've done pretty well for not being prepared, she wasthinking with
pride, when ahorsgswhinny split the spring air.

Duke Gareth's chestnut, a big, good-natured animal, was pawing the air and rolling hiseyesashe
screamed. The puzzled Duke was fighting to get the gelding under control when his saddle dipped to the
sde. Gareth of Naxen fell heavily, dangeroudy closeto his horse's thrashing hooves.

"Hold your formation!" Jonathan roared as a dozen men started forward. King Road dready had the
chestnut'sreinsin his hand, and his servants were at the falen man's side. Jon planted himsdf solidly in
front of Gary, who was going to rideto hisfather anyway. "'l said, hold formation!"

Thebig knight glared a his cousinin helplessfury; for asecond Alannawas afraid he might hit Jon. The
Princeignored the threat, adding softly, "What can you do for him that isn't dready being done? Were an
army, Sir Gareth; let'stry and act like one!l”

For amoment the tension between them held. Then Duke Gareth's son nodded grimly and returned to his
placein theranks of knights.

Duke Baird, chief of the palace hedlers, was aready beside Gary's father. Duke Gareth's face was white,
and hewas biting hislip in obvious pain. Alannalet her handstighten on her reins until Moonlight fidgeted
nervoudy. She could see the strange angle of Duke Gareth's | eft leg. When she heard shortly afterward
that the Duke's leg was broken in three places and that the King would be appointing anew
commander-in-chief, her feding of doom grew. It was all too nesat; so nest that she decided to missthe
announcement of the new commander and pay avist to the sables.

Handing Moonlight an apple, she whistled abrief tune. There was anoisein the hayloft, and her old
friend Stefan climbed down the ladder, carrying a blanket.

"Thought yed be by," the hostler grunted. "Y €ve ared nosefer trouble, ain't ye?"

Alannagrinned gtiffly at George's man. "What makes you think | didn't come to cosset my horse?”

"Then why whistle me up?" the potbellied hostler wanted to know. "Except to chat, which ye do now an'
then. Except now ye're wonderin' how Duke Gareth's beast, what's gentler even than yer own, happened
t' throw his Grace thismornin'.”

"Well, yes" Alannaadmitted.

Stefan opened the folded blanket. "Mayhap I'm wrong. An' then again, mayhap thisswhy." He showed
her alarge prickly burr stuck firmly in the blanket's weave. Alannaworked it loose with difficulty. "They's
acruel scratch inth' poor beast's back where it was," Stefan went on. "An' who cinched his Grace's
saddle so loose? They be so many new folk herefor th' army, | don't seedl as| should.”

"Then none of the regular hostlers saddled Duke Gareth's horse?

Stefan shook his head. ""Twas a newcomer. An' mayhap he was that afeared for hislife when Duke
Gareth was throwed, an' mayhap not. He's gone."

Alannamulled this over, handing the blanket back to Stefan. "Thanks for keeping thisfor me," shesaid
findlly.



The hostler shrugged. "I knew yed be askin'," he said frankly. "Best be careful, though. Us of th' Rogue
knows what happens to them as asks too many questions. By the bye—have ye heard who leadsin
Duke Gareth's place?!

Alannashook her head.

"His Grace, th' Duke of Conte." Stefan chewed on astraw, his pale blue eyesfixed on Alanna
"Interestin’, havin' asorcerer-generd, eh?'

"Very," Alannasaid dryly, ignoring the sinking feding in her somach. Sheturned to go.

"Squire Alan," Stefan added, "ye might be lookin' in th' Lesser Library when ye go back. Y€evegot a
vigtor."

Alannahurried into the palace, the burr pricking her hand. She was surprised to find the Lesser Library
occupied by ahooded monk. Getting the news from Stefan, she had expected to find someone very
different.

"Excuseme," she began.

The"monk" drew back hishood and held hisfingersto hislips, grinning mischievoudy. With an
exagperated noise Alanna dammed the door and locked it behind her.

"Areyou out of your mind?' she asked George in a harsh whisper. " Some of my Lord Provost's men do
know what you look like!™

"Upset for my safety?' the thief chuckled. "I'm touched.”
"Y ou're touched in the head,” Alanna snapped. "Anyway, since you're here, why are you here?"

"| thought you mightn't get the chance to come down to the city before you rode out, and | wanted a
word with you. But you were wanting to ask me somethin.”

Alannashowed him the burr. " Stefan found thisin Duke Gareth's saddle blanket. He saysanew man
saddled the Duke's horse, then vanished.”

"And you suspect foul play,” George prodded.

"Of course| do. But it just doesn't make sense. Why should Tusaine go to the trouble of stopping Duke
Gareth from leading the army? That won't keep us from marching the day after tomorrow."

George shook hishead. "Y ou'rethinkin' likeawarrior. Think like a plotter. There might be reasons
closer to home asto why Duke Gareth fell from his beast.”

"Closer to home?' Alanna asked.

"Who benefits?' George wanted to know. "And stop thinkin' of fightin": start thinkin' of power. Who
gains the most power from his Grace's ‘accident'?”

Alanna, about to retort that no one gained, remembered the man King Road had appointed to Duke



Gareth's place. Suddenly she swayed, feding ill.
"Not acommander you'l betrustin' inthefield, ishe?" the thief asked softly.
Alannawastrembling. "I haveto think about this."

George nodded. "Think oniit dl you may please," he said. " And watch where he places Jonathan and
thoseloyd to Jonathan." He smoothed ahand over her coppery hair. "Would that | didn't have to stay
here and keep my owninline. | midike sendin’ you there with no one to help, but theré's nothin' for it. I'd
be adead Rogueif | turned my back on my folk for aslong as you'll be gone. A week or two, maybe.
But not amonth and more."

Alannasamiled a him, wishing he could go with her. Things were dways clearer when George was
around. "I'll bedl right," she said with false assurance. "Faithful will be with me, and if things get bad I'll
go to Myles. He's smart enough for three of us.”

George smiled down at her, his hazdl eyes ill worried. "That heis. Twill haveto do. Watch for more
accidents.”

"I don't think he wantsto hurt me," Alannademurred. "Just learn my secret.”
"I believe he wants you out of the way before he goes further with his plans.”

Alannahad to laugh. "What threet could | possibly be to him? No, I'm not as suspicious asyou are,
George. It must come from your line of work."

Sensing she wanted to change the subject, George shrugged. "Mayhap when Jonisking I'll be givin' up
my work."

Alannagtared at him. "Y ou'rejoking, surdly.” Thetdl thief sank into achair, watching her intently. "I'm
thinkin' of turnin' respectable and takin' me awife.”

Alannagave an ungentlemanly snort. 1 like that!"
He never looked away from her. "Things look different as aman getsolder.”

Alannasat on atable, swinging her feet. "I'm just having trouble seeing you turn decent citizen. Who will
you give your collection of earsto? And what trade will you take up? Jewd-sdling? Returning what you
dole, for afee, of course?'

"I'min no hurry. King Road isayoung man dlill. You see hewent on, "I'm waitin' for my chosen bride
to grow up. She couldn't be some citizen's daughter, could she? She must be afree soul who knows my
past, who doesn't care for what's proper and what's not. Someone who wouldn't scream when she
opened my treasure chest and found the collection you mentioned.”

Alannawiped swesting palms on her tunic. She had afeding she knew what he was leading up to, and
she wished he would stop. "Good luck, George. | don't think awoman like that exigts.”

George stood. Gripping her shoulders, he pulled her off the table. "I've dready found her, and you know
itwel."



Alannaglared up into hisface. "Y ou think highly of yourself!" she snapped. "I'm the daughter of a
noble—"

He laughed softly. "Doesthat truly stand between us, Alanna? If you loved, would you care about birth
or wedth?'

"Like must wed like," Alannawhispered. She wanted to run, hard and fast, and she couldn't. If hewas no
sorcerer, what was this spell he was weaving around her?

"There are more important things than birth. What good will awel-born husband be when you take up
your shield?'

"No husband at al will do methe most good. | don't plan to marry, and | certainly don't plantofdl in
love"

"So you say now. I'm apatient man, lass. If need be, I'll wait years. And I'll not spesk of thisto you
again. | only wanted you to know I'm yours to command.” He grinned.

Alannatried to push away. Her heart was thumping rapidly and shefelt giddy. She couldn't let thisgo any
further. "We can go on being friendslike before?"

"Friends, and good ones, | trust. Confessit, lass, you'd miss me sorely, were | not about.”

Alannamade the mistake of looking up into hislaughing eyes. That was the problem, right there: shewas
not nearly ready for what she saw in hisface. Shelooked down, afraid. "I—I won't let it ruin our
friendship, George," she whispered.

"And | won't speek of it againtill you ask it. Look a me, Alanna."

Alannalooked up. George kissed her, pulling her close. His mouth was warm and comforting. Alanna
had not forgotten the last time, and she had discovered that she liked his kisses. Relaxing, shelet her
friend hold her tightly.

George pushed her away. Two spots of color burned in his cheeks. "This goestoo far," he rasped. "l
only—I only wanted you to know how | fedl, before you go marchin' off to some battlefield.”

Alannablushed. "Y ou pick afunny way to say goodbye, George."

Helifted aquizzica eyebrow. "Do |”? Sweethearts dl over the realm say goodbyein just thisfashion." He
kissed her once more, firmly, then went to the door, pulling up his hood.

"George?' she caled softly as he released thelock. "I'll be back—and were ill friends.”

He nodded and | eft, leaving her with far more than aloose saddle and a burr to think about.

THE next day Duke Roger called ameeting of hiscommanders. Thistime Alannawas present. Shewas
relieved to learn that Gary and Raoul would be among the knightsin Jonathan's persond unit, and il
more relieved to know that Alex and Geoffrey would be with Roger at the fort. She and Alex were
friendly once more, but she had never forgotten their "due.”



She did not feel so easy when she saw where Duke Roger planned to position Jonathan's command.

The Duke stood before alarge detailed map of the Drell Valey. In the center, where thefiddslining the
river were the widest, blue crosses clustered aong the right bank indicated the Tusaine troop camp.

"Asyou can see," Roger told them, pointing to the crosses, "the enemy isin place acrossthe river from
Fort Drell." Roger indicated the square on the left bank that represented the fort. "The bulk of our army
will be stationed here, around and within the Fort. Lord Imrah of Legann's command will be
concentrated above the fort, to the bend of theriver below the Drell Falls. Below thefort Earl Hamrath
of King's Reach will hold the bank down to the rapids a the end of the valley. Since the cliffsand the
rapids are impassable at thistime of year, we anticipate little trouble for Hamrath's men.

"At thefalsthemsdves'—Roger's finger moved north once more, picking out the upper end of the
vadley—"we have an interesting Situation. Theriver hereisbroad and shallow, athough the current is
quite strong. A determined enemy could cross, athough there is no room on the right bank for a proper
camp because of the cliffs. Raiders would have to escape the notice of every lookout above the fort; but,
with afoggy night and cunning, there is adanger. | have decided to place Prince Jonathan and his knights
just below thefdls. Imrah of Leganniswithin cdl if trouble arises, and for footsoldiers| am sending the
present garrison of Fort Drell. They are alittle battle-worn, but they are brave men. Of course we should
see any enemy movement well in advance of an attempt to cross, so | fed thisgives my young cousin an
excdlent command post without placing him in undue danger.”

Alanna, standing behind Jon's chair, could fed the Prince stiffening with anger. She shot aglance at the
King; Roald was nodding approval. Duke Gareth had planned to keep Jon with him at the fort so the
Prince could witness first-hand how awar was waged, but Roger obvioudy did not fed thiswas
necessary. The Duke of Conte went on: "Since this is my cousn'sfirst command, Sir Myleswill be his
advisor. It isour hope, my uncle's and mine, that the Prince will listen well to aman of such wisdom.”

"And very little battle experience,” Alannaheard Myles muitter into his beard.

"We have but onething to add," the King said, risng. "Until we have fully thought through the mora
issues of our holding the right bank of the Drell, which was Tusaine's until our honored father'stime, you
have our roya command to defend the left bank of theriver only. You may not cross, inpursuit or in
seeking active bettle.”

The commanders stirred and murmured. Not cross the river? Not drive the Tusaine back to their own
border? The King's voiceflicked out like alash. "Wefight for the left bank only. Seetoit.”

They all rose and bowed as the King left the room. Once the door was closed, Hamrath of King's Reach
sighed. "Well, rest up, lads. It'sgoing to be along summer." Helooked at Duke Roger. "Y our Grace?"

"That isdl," Roger told them. "Weride at the hour past dawn tomorrow."

THEY rode east for twelve long days. When they finally reached the pass descending into the Drel River
Valey, Jon drew up Darkness, letting the long line of troops pass by. "L ook, Alan."

Risng up below them was Fort Drell. Acrosstheriver svarmed thousands of men in Tusaine uniform,
occupying their main camp. Alannafollowed Jonathan's pointing finger upriver until she could seeaglint



of white and slver through the trees.
"The Drel River Fdls" Jonathan told her. "Our new home."

Faithful, dtting in aleather cup fixed to Moonlight's saddle horn, yowled that he had preferred their old
home. Alanna, stroking the dusty cat, had to agree. She had bad feelings about this "new home," very
bad fedingsindeed.

5: By the River Drdll

THE MEN who had defended Fort Drd| until the arrival of the King's forces were camped below the
Drdl Fals, waiting for Prince Jonathan. The fact that they were veteran soldiers showed in the negtness
of the camp and in the prepared look of the men. Alannafelt better when she saw them: she had afedling
these grim-faced commoners would fight well. They had spared her the work of putting up tents for
Jonathan and Myles, which she appreciated. One of the soldiers, Aram, told her he wasto look after the
horses. All Alannahad to do waslay out Jonathan's and Mylessthings, as she would be looking after
both of her friends on this campaign.

When noon came, Alannawas starving. She could ride down to the fort to eat with Jon, Myles and the
other knights gathered there for war councils, but she was sure she would die of hunger before she got
that far. Leaving Faithful to nap on her cot, she searched the camp until she found the messtent. The
quest was easy: shefollowed her nose.

After filling her plate with beans and meset, Alanna sat at one of the long tables. The place on her right
was soon occupied by alarge foot soldier. His muscles bulged under his sturdy clothing, filling Alanna
with envy, and his tanned and weathered face was framed by athick red beard. The others greeted him
eagerly, and the giant answered in adeep, rumbling voice. Alanna applied hersdlf to her med and listened
to every word.

"What news of the enemy, Thor?' one man asked.

"No news," the giant boomed. "They're Sittin' as quiet as rabbits when the hunter's by. Perhapsthey'll
have heard of our reinforcements.”

Since only ablind man could have missed the thousand men and knights who had poured into the
Tortalan campsthat morning, this saly was greeted with roars of laughter.

"That'll hold them abit," aratty-looking man agreed when the tent had quieted. "An' you know who'sin
command here a the Falls? His Highness the Princel”

The man cdled Thor frowned. "And thisthe Prince's first war command? Else they think the enemy’ snot
planning much up thisway—"

"Mayhap the Tusaine needed arest from us," someone joked.

Laughing with them, Alanna choked on a bean. She coughed and swore, her eyes watering. A huge hand
beating on her back nearly broke her spine.

"There, littlefella. Somethin' go down thewrong pipe?’ Thor asked. Alannagasped for bregth, trying to



grininto the giant's bright blue eyes. Thor stared at her. "Will you look," he whispered. "The tyke has
purplelampd™”

The others crowded around to see. Alanna stared back at them with wide eyes, blushing.
"And where might you be from?"* Thor wanted to know.

Alannaregained her breath. "1 came with the new troopsthis morning.”

"Aren't you amite young to be goin' to war?" the ratty-looking man asked.

Alanna gtiffened proudly. "I'm Sixteen next month.”

"Nay!" hereplied with disbdief. "Y ou an't moren twelvel”

Aram pushed through the crowd and nodded to her. "No, he's near sixteen, well enough. He'sthe
Princes squire. I'm lookin' after their horses.”

"How did aweefdlalike you get to be the Prince's own squire?’ Thor asked as the others muttered
among themsdves.

"That ‘'weefdla™ someone said coldly, "is one of the best fencers at Court. He beat afull Tusaine knight
inadud lagt year, dl by himsdf."

Alannafét her hacklesrising a the unknown man'stone. Thor looked up, scowling. " So you're back,
Jem Tanner. Alwaysfull of the news, aren't you?"'

A young man with anasty smile sauntered over to their table. Alannathought he might be good-looking if
his eyesweren't so cold. Asitwas. . .

"Enjoying your association with uscommon folk, Squire?”

Shedidnt likehim. "l was."

"Leaveth' lad be," someone protested.

"I just want to make sure he takes agood report back to his masters. What were you talking about?

How much you liked being l&ft to hold Fort Drell until the enemy was so entrenched thet it'll take a
thousand armiesto dig them out? Y our opinion of the King'stactics? The King's persona habits,

perhaps?’

Alanna stood, her face white with anger. "'l spy for no one, you remember that, Jem Tanner," she
snapped. "And keep acivil tonguein your head!"

The manlaughed. "Bigwords littlefellow!"
A large hand weighed Alannadown. " Softly, lad," Thor told her. He turned to Jem. ™Y ou're right quick to
pick fightswith stranger-lads who're better raised than you. When will you be so quick to pick afight

with me?'

Jem sneered. "l was doing you afavor, warning you of the roya spy in your midst, my stupid friends.” He



|eft the tent.

Alannadrew deep bregths, fighting down her temper. The men reassured her that Jem was mean, that his
words meant nothing. Only Thor was Slent.

"Are you spyin' for hisHighness?" the big man wanted to know.
Alannagrabbed her plate. "I was eating my lunch! | guess!'ll do that somewhere else, from now on!"

Thor grinned and pulled her back into her seat. " Steady there, Squire. Can you blame usfor wantin' to
know? Spare me anobles pride! Give usthe news from the capital instead.”

THE routine at the falls camp was ssimple. Alannalooked after Jon and Mylesin the morning, making
suretheir tents were clean and their belongings neat. She helped Aram groom the horses, taking
Moonlight out for amorning ride. She ate her mealswith the men; it aways seemed like too much trouble
to rideto the fort and join the knights. (If she realized she was avoiding Duke Roger, she mentioned it to
no one.) In the afternoon she exercised, learning tricks of spear and axe fighting from Big Thor and his
friends. She could hold her own among them when it came to knife fighting, and she could teach them a
thing or two about the use of asword. All things considered, shefet thiswas afair exchange. Often
Mylesreturned in the afternoon. She had history lessons from him then, something she had aways
enjoyed. Asshe got older, Myless practical way of looking at things made more and more sense.

After the evening medl, her friends who were knights rode on patrols, and Myles and Jonathan returned
to thefort to discuss tactics with Roger. Alannaremained in camp with her new friends. With Big Thor as
her guide, shelearned many interesting things during those long, fire-lit evenings: how to play dice without
losing every copper she had; songs that would make the hardiest palace stableman turn pale; even when
to keep quiet and listen. Wherever Alannaturned, day or night, Big Thor waslooking after her. It was
Thor who kept her from losing her temper when Jem Tanner sharpened histongue on her, something that
young man often did. Thor showed her crafty ways to handle the big weapons. the spear and the axe. On
nights when the large man had riverbank guard duty, hetold her stories about his days as ablacksmithin
the southern hills, then asasoldier for the King.

In the two weeks after the new troops came to the valley, anumber of skirmishes were fought up and
down theriver. There were never any direct attacks on the fort, but Hamrath and Imrah both saw
daylight action. Alanna, kept at Jonathan's camp, did not fight, but the Prince did: once when hewas
vigting Earl Hamrath, once when he wasinspecting Lord Imrah's men. Alannaaways knew when there
was fighting downriver, but she never could have joined her knight-master in time. Besides, good soldiers
didn't leave their poststo fight somewhere else; the enemy could attack the undefended camp. Alanna
could only wait and chew her nails, wondering if any of them—Jon, Raoul, Gary, or Myles—would
come back.

Finaly one morning she went to Duke Baird. The heders tentslay in abroad white swath behind the
fort, touched by every path that led along the river. Baird himself was taking amoment's rest when
Alannaarrived. Thelatest fight was over, and the beds were filled with wounded and dying men.

"I'm usdless upriver,” Alannatold the Chief Hedler flatly. "Theres only Jon's or Mylessarmor to clean,
and | can't clean it whilethey'rewearing it. If | don’t do something, I’ll scream.”

The Dukelooked at her. "Y ou like to be busy, don't you, Squire Alan?"



"I don't liketo waste my time. Isthat the samething?"
Duke Baird picked up awhite robe and tossed it to her. "Come. | certainly won't turn you away."

Alannafollowed the Duke from bed to bed, doing what he told her to do. If she had ever had agood
opinion of war, it vanished by afternoon. Men died as she watched, and they didn't care about what they
had fought for. They only cared about pain and the Dark God's arrival. Alannacould only help alittle.

She didn't notice how much time had passed until the torches were lit. The daylight was nearly gone, and
shewas sarting to tire. Each time she used her healing Gift, she exhausted hersdlf alittle more; but she
couldn't stop, not while men were suffering.

Prince Jonathan found her bandaging aman'sarm. "A fellow called Big Thor told me you were here.
What are you doing?'

It took her amoment to realize someone was talking to her. "What? Oh, Jon." She wiped her forehead
with the back of her hand, leaving abloody stregk. "I'm keeping busy."”

"Faithful isgoing crazy. Myles says Faithful's afraid you'l kill yoursdlf." Jonathan spotted Duke Baird.
"Y our Grace? How long has Alan been here?!

The heder glanced at Alanna. " Great Mithros, lad, | should have sent you away hours ago. Y ou don't
have the training to work so long. Prince Jonathan, get him out of here.”

"Nonsense," Alanna protested, her ears roaring now that her concentration was broken. "I'm asfit as—"
She stumbled, and Jon caught her.

"You certainly are," he said drily. Ignoring her protests, he steered her out of the tent. "He's been here dl
day?' he asked Baird, who followed them.

The Duke nodded. "And he's saved more men than | can count. Go to bed, lad,” he ordered Alanna.
"Y ou've done more than your share here. Theworst isover.”

Alannawas still arguing as Jon mounted Darkness and swung her up before him. "My, yourea
quarrdsomelittlefelow," he murmured in her ear asthey set off. "Y ou're dead on your feet. Why didn't
you stop?"

Alannaleaned back againgt her Prince, feding very tired. Darkness, ignoring the double burden, picked
hisway aong theriver path. "They needed help,”" she rasped.

Jonathan nodded to Imrah's sentries as they bypassed that camp. "Why did you haveto go therein the
firg place?'

" waan't useful where | was" She sghed gratefully, glad for his strong arm around her. "Hm?" she
murmured.

"l said, must you dways be useful 7!

"YS,"



They rode on silently for afew moments before Jon remarked thoughtfully, "Perhaps | could make myself
useful there, too, instead of attending alot of meetings where Roger makes the decisions and never asks
how | fed. Think it'sworth atry?'

Alannayawned, haf-turning so her head was tucked under Jonathan's chin. " Anything's worth atry.”

A yowl in the darkness greeted them as Faithful informed Alanna, Healing is all very well, but not if
you kill yourself in the process. And do you enjoy snuggling up to Jonathan like a lovesick girl?

Alannasat bolt upright. "Now, you listen to me, you prissy anima—" she began.

"Y our Highness. Y ou're back late." Jem Tanner, apear in his hand, stepped out of the woods. "And
Squire Alan. Gadding about al day?"

"Y ou've got guard duty, Jem Tanner?' Alanna snapped, aware that Jonathan was tight with anger. "Then
guard.”

Faithful legped onto Alanna slap asthey rode on, startling Darkness not a bit. "Who wasthat?" Jonathan
asked quietly.

"One of the men from camp. Being nasty is his hobby. Y ou were warning me about him, weren't you,
Fathful ?'

If you're going to fall in love with the Prince, don't show it, the cat advised. Unless you want the
whole camp talking about you both.

"I'm not fa—" Alanna stopped, aware that Jonathan was listening intently, one of hisarms till around her
was.

"Areyou two talking?' he wanted to know.

"AsK Fathful," Alannasaid tersdy. "'l just answer his questions.”

A soldier came forward to take Darkness as they entered their own camp. Myles summoned the Prince
to histent, and Alannawas | eft alone with her thoughts. She kept remembering the men shetried to hed,
with their terrible wounds and the glazed look of pain in their eyes. She remembered every cut, every
broken bone, until her ssomach began to roll. She couldn't make hersdlf think of anything else.

Her body rebelled. She rushed out to the back of the tent, where the little she had eaten that day came
up violently. She struggled to be quiet; she wanted no one to witness her shame. Warriors were not
supposed to throw up at the sight of blood and dying.

Cool hands soothed her head, steadying her. When she stopped heaving, Jon gave her adipperful of
water. Gratefully she splashed some on her face and rinsed her mouth out.

"If Faithful told you, I'll skin him," shewhispered hoarsdly.
"No," Jon replied. "I was coming back, and | heard you."

"Y ou mugt think I'm an awful Sssy."



Therewas sllence for amoment. Then hereplied, "I threw up after my firgt skirmish.”
Alannalooked at her friend, sartled. "Y ou never."

Henodded. "I did. | just didn't have anyone to hold my head for me." He ruffled her hair. "Don't tell the
men, will you?'

"l won't tell if you wont."

"Done." He held open theflap of thetent. "It wouldn't do for them to think we're Sssies, would it?"

JUST two nightslater Alannawent looking for Big Thor. His spear needed replacing, and she had one
from aman who had died in the healers tents. The watch captain told her Thor and Jem Tanner had
guard duty on the wooded point of land just below the camp, and Alanna set out to meet them, lugging
the too-large spear. It was | ate; everyone but the sentries was going to bed. The night pressed in as she
|eft the camp behind. She could hear animasin the nearby trees, even Faithful's soft padding as he
walked beside her. Suddenly the cat dashed into the trees that screened Alannafrom Thor's guard post.
Frowning, Alannafollowed. She was remembering that Jonathan had objected to thislittle wood that
isolated the point so effectively. The enemy could easily cross here and pick off Jonathan'sand Imrah's
men if the sentries were unable to give the warning. Thingswould be easier for everyoneif thetreeswere
chopped down. Roger had talked the Prince out of it, saying he didn't want men tired out with
woodcutting if the enemy attacked, which they did aimost every day. His words were reasonable, and
Jon had givenin.

Faithful yowled awarning to Alanna before she left the shelter of the wood. She ducked behind abig oak
and peered at the sentry pogt, listening.

Thor was not at his station. Neither was Jem Tanner. Instead three men in dark clothing stood on the
point. One was lighting atorch while another fitted an arrow to hisbow. Faithful yowled againin fury as
he positioned himsalf between the three and Alannas hiding place. He hissed evilly, hisviolet eyes
gleaming in the darkness.

"Cursed beast!" the bowman whispered as he let hisarrow fly. It thudded into the oak's trunk, missing
the cat.

"Stopit!" thethird man ordered. The onewith the torch waswaving it over his head, sgnaling to the
opposite bank. "Don't make so much noisal™

Alannaheard oars splashing in the river; she didn't wait to hear more. Dropping the spear, she quietly
made her way free of the wood, Faithful at her heels. Once clear, sheran for dl she was worth to the
next guard post on the way to Jon's camp.

"Sound your horn!" she yelled to the men there as soon as she drew within earshot. She dropped beside
them, panting. " Something's happened to Thor and Tanner—the enemy's crossing!™

The men sounded the alarm. Other hornsin both camps took up the call as Alannaran on to Jonathan,
sending one of the sentriesto aert the captains.

ThePrince was dressing as she arrived. "What'sup?' he asked, shrugging into hismail. Alannatold him



as she handed over hiswegpons and hishemet. Myles camein, looking odd in plate armor.

"A messenger just got in; Imrah lost two guardsaswell,” he said without formdity. "The Tusaineis
mounting amajor attack between our camps. They're going to split us right down the middle; the men
from the Fort may get heretoo late.”

"Well see," Jon said grimly. "Have the men form ahdf-circle around the point. Well shove them off our
ground, then help Imrah. Y ou go on, Myles. I'm contacting Roger."

Alanna hurried outside with Mylesto saddle hishorse. "What's he doing?' the knight asked as she
worked.

"Magic." She checked the cinches on Myless saddle. The horse caught her tightly held excitement,
fidgeting under her touch. Alanna gave Myles ahand up. "Hell send to Roger in thefire.”

"Very handy," Myles approved, gripping the reins. He settled the mask of his helmet over hisface and
kicked hishorseinto agallop. Alanna saddled Darkness, smiling grimly. It seemed even ascholar like Sir
Myles became awarrior when it was necessary!

Faithful yowled at her feet as she led Jonathan's stdlion around to the tent. "No," she said firmly. "You
remain here. | won't have you hacked in two by someone. Y ou can go up by thefals and watch for more
trouble there; but stay away from thefighting!"

Evidently the cat redlized she meant it. He trotted away, histail high. Jonathan stepped from the tent and
jumped onto Darkness's back, a shimmering silver ghost on the black horse. "I take it you told Faithful to
day out of thefighting.”

Alanna double-checked the cinches of Darkness's saddle. No onewould ever fall from ahorse she had
readied! "He may even obey me, for achange.”

A strong hand gripped her shoulder, and she looked up into Jonathan'sworried face. "1 guess| can't tell
you the same, can |'?" he whispered.

"The biggest attack this summer, and I'm supposed to hide in my tent?' she asked, astonished. "And me
your squire? Are you out of your mind?'

Trumpets were blowing, telling them the enemy wastherein force, but Jonathan till hesitated. His
sapphire eyeswere very bright. "Against one warrior | can't worry about you. Y ou've proved you can
handle yoursdlf. But againg an army—"

She covered hishand with hers. "1 have my duty, Highness. And thisis my home, too. I'm trained to
defend it, and defend it | will."

Jonathan sighed, putting on his helmet. Y ou know where to find me when you're armed.” He urged
Darkness out.

Alannadidn't waste time wondering about this strange new protectivenessin Jon. Instead she hurried to
get ready. She had no armor, having refused the plate armor the weaponsmaster in the palace had
offered her. (Plate was much too heavy.) Now she pulled on quilt-lined leather breeches and
jacket—most foot soldiers wore the same. She was already wearing Lightning and her dagger. She
stopped only to grab ashield and ashort axe before hurrying outs de once more. Moonlight pawed the



ground, sensing action. Alanna cooed soothingly to the mare as she rapidly saddled her.

"We've got to protect Jonathan and Darkness, don't we?' She swung hersalf onto Moonlight's back.
"Let'sgo, girl."

Asone of thelast fightersto the point, Alannacould clearly see that the enemy had advanced past the
trees, engaging Jon's men in the clearing around the main path. She glimpsed Jonathan's silver and
sapphire gleaming in the thick of the battle as Darkness reared to fight aswell. Myles was beside the
Prince, with Gary and Raoul flanking them both. The enemy would have trouble hurting the Prince or his
advisor unlessthey could get past two very big knights.

The patterns of the battle moved and changed before her eyes beneath the flickering torches, and Alanna
clenched her teeth till her jaw hurt. The Tusaine had gotten past the Tortalans at Jonathan's back, coming
around the Prince and hisfriendsin a pincers. Shaking her head to clear it, Alannarosein her saddle and

drew Lightning.

"Tome, men of Fort Drel!" sheyedled furioudy. "To me!™

Her friends swarmed &fter her, following as she charged into the thick of thefighting. The Tusaines,
surprised by the unexpected attack, turned to face the dender, angry youth on the gold-and-white mare.
They found themselves attacked by atroop of very tough foot soldiers and forced to give way asthe
youth urged his companionson. "Alan!" someoneydled. "The knight!" She brought her shield up
ingtantly, just in timeto intercept ahard blow from amace. Her shield buckled alittle, then held. Alanna
swore as her shield arm went numb and whedled Moonlight to face her first mounted attacker. The
enemy knight was big, and he wore thick plate armor asif it was made of air. It was astruggle for her
just to ward off hismace. Gripping Moonlight'sreinsin her teeth, she guided the well-trained mare with
her knees aone, watching for an opening. Asthe knight lifted both armsto ddliver the blow that would
shatter her shield and her arm, she saw her chance. Swiftly Alannadid Lightning into the opening
between the knight's arm and chest armor, thrusting deep. With agasp of surprise, her enemy fell from
his horse, dead.

Alannahad no time now to stop and think about the first man she had killed. Jon was till in danger. She
pressed forward again, the men from her camp behind her. She threw her now-usdess shied into the
face of an attacking knight, running him through while he was blinded. Another knight rode to engage her,
swinging atwo-handed sword. Alannanudged Moonlight to the Side. Gripping her axein her left hand
and Lightning in her right, shetried to circlethis new attacker.

"Tortal!" The cry wasloud and fierce over the crash of wegpons and men's screams. "Tortd| for
Trebond!™

Alannas attacker glanced at Jonathan, who was battering hisway toward Alanna. Taking achance,
Alanna sent the big sword flying, wounding the knight in the shoulder in the same thrust. She pushed onto
Jon's sde, placing hersdf between him and Myles. The men formed acircle around them dl, keeping the
enemy back.

Alanna scanned the areafor more trouble. In spite of the men and knights around her prince, shefelt red
danger was nearby. Something glinted in the trees, catching her eye. An archer stood in amaple, his
arrow dready on his string. Histarget was Jonathan!

Alannaydled and threw herself to one side, knocking Jon half out of his saddle. The arrow glanced off
the Prince's shidld, and one of the Tortallan archers picked the enemy bowman out of the tree. Alanna



pulled herself upright, feding dizzy and tired. Her left arm—her shidd-arm—hurt terribly. Jonathan
hauled himsdlf back into his saddle with Myless help, looking at her with gratitude. "Thanks" he said.
lle_ll

Hewasinterrupted by the sound of blowing horns. Hundreds of fresh men in Tortalan colors poured into
the clearing, led by Duke Roger. The new troops pushed the enemy back into the woods and onto the
point, leaving Jonathan's people to catch their wind. When the Duke of Conte returned, his neat hair was
mussed and a bloody scratch ran down one side of hisface. "They took to their boats,” he said with a
grimace. "We cant follow; remember my uncl€sorders.”

The men began to disperse, to look after the wounded and the dead. Alannawaited where shewas,
shifting anxioudy in her saddle. It wastimeto look for one man in particular. Her shoulder gave asharp,
agonized pull, and she nearly fainted with pain. Its source was a deep gash down her arm; someone had
wounded her without her redlizing it. She needed to bandage the cut soon, but right now it was more
important to attend to business. She spotted the watch captain among the heders and wounded and
made her way over to him on Moonlight.

"Wheres Big Thor?' she asked bluntly.

The grey-haired man looked up at her. "I'm afraid something happened to him, Squire Alan. I've been
searching—" He gestured to the battlefield around them. "There's no body, nothing. Jem Tanner
wandered into camp at the start of it al with alump on hisnoggin. He says Thor knocked 'im out.”

Alanna steadied Moonlight, who was fretting at the scent of blood from the wounded. "Jem Tanner
accused Big Thor of going over to the enemy?”

The captain nodded grimly. "I don't believe him. | know Thor; he's served under me thesefive years.
Thor don't have atreacherous bonein his body. Jem Tanner does.”

Alannafrowned. "Find Jem Tanner and hold him, on my orders.”
The captain bowed. "Asye say, Squire Alan.”

Alannaglanced at the stand of trees, holding her wounded arm. Thor hadn't been with the enemy, or she
would have heard of it by now. What if Thor had been the one betrayed, not Jem? She thought hard. If
Thor was dazed or hurt, where would he go? Toward the camp—al ong the riverbank, perhaps?

She urged Moonlight up to the point, where still more wounded and dying men lay on the ground. Thor
would be noticeable from size done. He wasn't there. Carefully she scanned the ground until she saw
what she was looking for. Something heavy had been dragged down to the river near the sentry post.
Guiding Moonlight down the dope to the water's edge, she found a clump of bushes where the heavy
thing had cometo rest. Moonlight sniffed the dark stain on the earth there and shied away with darm.
Dismounting with difficulty, Alanna picked up some of the stained dirt and smdled it. Lately she hed
become too familiar with thissmell: it was blood.

Dizziness made her grab Moonlight's mane, fighting to stand upright. Clenching her teeth, shefound the
brandy flask in one saddlebag and opened it, taking alarge swallow. The harsh mouthful made her cough
and sputter, but her head cleared again. She put the flask away, thinking. Thor was hurt, she knew. If this
blood was his, he was badly hurt, and she couldn't waste time. Closing her eyes, she reached insgde
hersdf for thefire of her Gift. She opened her hand and let the magic flow into her pam, making it glow
with abrilliant white-purple light. Opening her eyes, she nodded with grim satisfaction. Thelight shining



from her hand wasfar brighter than any torch, throwing the scene around her into high relief. The effort
made her head spin, but she hung on. There would be plenty of timeto collgpse after she found Big Thor.
Footprints were dark holesin the earth in front of her, leading north along theriver to the camp, as she
had sugpected. With her free hand Alannatugged on Moonlight'sreins, leading the mare forward as she
strained to see the prints. Once she stopped to bind up her arm. She was |osing a dangerous amount of
blood and the use of magic wastiring her more quickly than usud: but shewas afraid that if she stopped
looking, someonelesskind might find Thor and kill him.

When Moonlight hdted, Alannanearly fell. The mare was nuzzling ahuge form lying haf in and haf out of
theriver.

Alannakndt gtiffly by the body. "Thor?" she whispered. The man gtirred and moaned. It was astruggle
to turn him over using only one hand; her wounded arm was useless for anything but her light. Finaly
Moonlight helped, pushing with her nose. When they got Thor onto his back, Alannawished they hadnt.

"Aye." The giant's voice was awhisper. "He blinded me. Have you some brandy?'

Alannaopened her flask and carefully put it to hislips. He didn't have the strength to hold it himself.
"Twas Jem Tanner that betrayed us,” Thor rasped. "I don't know how. He was nervous from the
moment we went on watch. There must've been asignal, and he hit me over the head. When | came
around"—hetouched ahand to hisface—"I waslikethis, and | could hear the horns blowin'" While
Thor taked, Alannaexamined him with her Gift, feding thelife dipping away from her friend. Eveniif his
wounds had not been serious, he had lost too much blood to be healed by anyone now.

"Can you hep me?' Thor whispered. "I'd just like to—go to deep. I'm that tired."

Alannatrembled. Hedling was naturd for her, but she had never killed ahuman being with her Gift. She
didn't think she could.

Thor groped until his hands found her arms. "'Y ou're hurt,” he murmured, touching her aready-soaked
bandage. "Nay. Look after your own wounds. I'm close enough now—waitin' for the Dark God allittle
longer won't matter.”

Alannapressed her good hand to Thor'sforehead, her Gift lighting the clearing with adeep violet fire.
"Seep, Thor," she whispered.

Shefdt himfaling away gently, dipping into along, dark well. Alannarose. Thor's chest was till, and he
was smiling. She smiled back at him shakily, and then the world spun; her kneestrembled and gave out.

Great Merciful Mother, she thought with disgust asshefell. | overreached myself.
A huge shadow figure was bending over her.
"Thor," she sghed, recognizing the Dark God. "Y ou want Thor." Reaching out ahand that was blacker

than the night, the God touched Alannas eyes. She closed them; if thiswas death, she didn't care any
more.

6: Captured!



THE SUN was shining when Alanna opened her eyes. Touching her dully aching arm, she found athick
bandage.

"l fixed it mysdlf.” Jonathan was Sitting on acamp stool beside her. He put down hisbook. "I didn't think
you wanted Duke Baird to get that close to you, not while you were unconscious. One of the big muscles
inyour arm was cut, by theway. It'll take awhile to hedl, even with the Gift. Y ou're having abad year
with muscles and bones"

Alannasmiled weakly a him. "Thanks. Were you the one who found me?"

"Actudly, Faithful did. Y ou know, that cat's more intelligent than most people.”

Faithful yawned. Of course | am. He jumped onto the foot of Alannas bed, lying down beside her.
You've been asleep three days, he added.

"Three days" Alannagasped. "That's not possible!™

"How—the cat told you?" Jonathan shook his head. "Never mind. | don't want to know. Yes, it's been
three days. Why did you use your Gift? Y ou were still glowing when we found you."

Alannarubbed her head. "I had to find Thor, and there wasn't any light. And then—" Her throat was
suddenly tight, and her eyes burned with tears. "1 helped him deep. The Dark God came.” She looked up
at Jonathan. "Have they found Jem Tanner?'

The Prince shook hishead. "He's vanished. Thor was innocent?"

Taking timefor sps of water, Alannatold her friend what had happened. When she finished, the Prince
strode angrily around the tent.

"Treachery!" he sngpped. "Merciful Mother, we should have guessed!" He sat down, suddenly dejected.
"And we can't do anything about it. My father'sinstructions remain the same. He's even thinking of giving
the right bank to Tusaine.”

"If they're given theright bank, they won't stop till they have the entirevaley,” Alannasaid frankly.

Jonathan nodded. "But no one can convince my father of that. He takes being called The Peacemaker’
very serioudy.”

"He did establish peace after the Old King's conquests,” Alannasaid fairly.

"Yes, but thistime heswrong!" Jonathan growled. He brooded for afew moments before smiling and
taking her hand. "L ook a me. Y ou're not awake five minutes and I'm burdening you with my problems.
Mithros, I'm glad youredl right!"

Alanna sgueezed his hand. "Thank you for taking care of me, Jon.”

He reached over to brush astrand of hair away from her face. Suddenly hewas very close. Alanna
discovered she was afraid to breathe. Carefully, dmost timidly, Jonathan kissed her mouth.

Someone's coming, Faithful remarked.



Myles entered the tent to find a very pae Jonathan picking up abook as his very red squire drank from a
water bottle. His hazel eyesflicked from Jon to Alanna, and Alannawondered once again how much
Myles knew, or guessed, about her identity.

"It'stime you cameto,” Mylesremarked, his quiet voice even. "Do you redize you've been adeep for
three days?"

USING so much of her Gift when she was hurt had undermined Alannas strength to adegree she
couldn't believe possible. Duke Roger ordered her away from any fighting, leaving her to fret every time
Jonathan was gone. It wasn't that she thought Raoul's squire Douglass couldn't look after her Princein
battle; she wasjust convinced he couldn't do it aswell as she could. But Duke Roger had taken an
interest in her welfare, and Jonathan, Myles and Duke Baird sided with him: shewasin no condition to
fight. Privately Alannaknew they wereright: her arm would ache for months to come, and she continued
to have dizzy spdls. Just lighting acandle by using her Gift was more than she could manage.

Her search for something to do led her up and down theriver. Findly she returned to the hedlers tents;
athough she couldn't use her Gift, she could hold basins, bandage wounds and undertake countlesslittle
tasks during those long June days after her sixteenth birthday. Jonathan often came for her there and
Stayed, talking to the men and doing some hedling of hisown.

Sometimes the hedlers shooed her away, particularly if Duke Baird noticed she wastiring. Shetried the
weapons-smiths then. These gruff men would ignore her except to shove a pair of bellows or an extraset
of tongsinto her good hand, motioning for her to make herself useful. She mended swords, spears,
knives and armor, learning how to put a keen edge on a blade and how to keep afire at the same heet
for an hour or more. She would never be as adept as Coram, who had taught her the basics of the
blacksmith's art, but she would always be able to keep her equipment in good working order.

She aso signed on as a sentry. Jonathan's men had suffered the worst lossesin the big Tusaine attack,
and they welcomed even one smadl relief guard.

Oneevening in late July she and Faithful were sanding watch just below thefdls. They were done at the
moment. The soldier sharing the watch with them was having trouble with ahedling leg, and Alanna had
sent him back to camp for areplacement. He had not been gone long when atwig snapped behind them.
Alannaspun, leveling her spear at her vigtor.

Orange light flared againgt ahand, making Duke Roger's face briefly visble. Faithful pressed againgt
Alannas ankles, hissng and spitting.

"Stopit," Alannatold him, dowly lowering the spear. Faithful obeyed. "Y our Grace. Aren't you out |ate?
"Not redly. Sit down, please. | know you il tire easily.”

Alannaobeyed, sitting on alarge rock. Faithful hopped up onto her 1ap. "1'm honored by Y our Grace's
concern.”

"Y ou did a brave thing, tracking down the man Thor and hearing his story. It'sa pity you collapsed
before you made it back to camp; you might have captured the traitor.”



Alanna shrugged without taking her eyes off Jonathan's cousin. "Don't think | haven't kicked myself about
that, 9r, severa times."

Silence fdl between them, stretching out over endless moments. | won't ask why he's here, Alannatold
hersdf grimly. He'll get to it in his own time. He didn't come up here just to be polite.

Suddenly Duke Roger said, "We are not friends, are we, Alan?"

Alannatightened her hands on her spear. Thiswas coming to grips with avengeance! "No, Y our Grace,
we'renot," shereplied evenly.

Without the light of his Gift it was hard to read the Dukes face. "Might it be possible we are enemies?’

Alannathought about this, and about hisreasonsfor asking. "I don't know," she said findly. "Perhaps
you should tell me."

"I could be avery good friend, Alan.”

Her throat was dry. What kind of game was he playing? Was thisawarning—or athreat? "l have no
desireto make you my enemy, gar. I'd liketo live to aripe old age and diein my deep.”

Whiteteeth flashed in agrin againgt his shadowed face. "I can sympathize. Such an ending could be
yours—if we were friends. Many things could be yours.”

Alannashifted her hold on the spear; her fingers were getting numb. "I would have to be assured that my
other friends have the same chance, Y our Grace," she said boldly. "Frankly, | doubt that's your aim."

For along moment he said nothing. Then she saw his broad shoulderslift in ashrug. "l see. Thus, aslong
asyou fed thisway, wewill be—"

"Lessthan friends" Alannasupplied diplomaticaly.

Roger bowed. "I appreciate your honesty, Alan of Trebond. Not many dare be so open with me.”
She amiled crookedly. "Not many have insanity in their families, either.”

Thisdrew alaugh from him. "1 see. Well—good night to you, Squire Alan.”

Alannagtood, alittle stiff from the dampness of theriver. "Y our Grace." She watched Roger fade into the
shadows. "He has style" sheremarked quietly.

Syle or not, he's as treacherous as a snake, Faithful warned her.

Alannatouched the ember-stone under her shirt. "I know," she replied softly. "I just wish | had something
to crush himwith."

Give himtime, the cat meowed. He'll give you plenty to crush him with.
Alannafrowned. "The problem isthat by the time he does hell probably beinvincible.

True. Faithful yawned. Fog's rising. And with that he curled up and went to deep.



Alannawatched the ghostly white tendrilsrising from the river's surface, feding very tired. "Just what |
need,” she yawned disgustedly. "I didn't think thered be any fog tonight.”

The mist rose quickly, smothering dl the night noises. Everything sounded different: theriver, the distant
camp, even the nearby waterfdl. Alannas nose itched till her eyeswatered. Shefelt like lying down right
there and taking anap. That would never do: she was on sentry duty! Where was the other guard? One
should have come by now. Nervous, Alannamade her way to the river and splashed her face with cold
water. That helped alittle. Returning to her post, she discovered that she couldn't waken Faithful.
Something was very wrong; the itching of her nose meant sorcery, and Faithful seemed to beitsvictim.
Should she go for help?

Therock striking her head settled the question. Alanna dropped, and the men who had crept up behind
her inthefog chuckled grimly.

"Hurry!" Jem Tanner hissed asthey tied her hands and feet. "Wewon't be safe from the spell much
longer!"

"What about the cat?' one of the men yawned.
"Hesadto—"

"Forget the cat!" Jem snapped. "Just get the boy into the boat with the otherd!™

A SENTRY on the second watch ran into camp, Faithful limp in his hands. " Squire Alan's been
kidnapped!" he told the Prince, gasping. "The cat—he's aive, but | can't wake him! And the other guard
who went out with the squire—heslyin'in histent. | can't wake him either!”

Jonathan took Faithful, reaching with his Gift into the deeping animal. Without warning hiseyesrolled up
and he collapsed. Faithful stirred and went back to deep.

The sentry brought Myles on the run. The knight wasted no time: he seized the water bucket and threw
the contents over both Jon and Faithful. The cat only turned over and sighed. The Prince stirred, gazing
deepily up at hisfriend. "Sorcery,” he whispered, sitting up. " Sorcery meant to make the cat deep..." He
grabbed the sentry, hisface white. "Alan was kidnapped? Y ou're sure?"

The watch captain ran into the tent. ™Y our Highness, Sir Myles—we're missing three men aong the
river—two foot soldiers, Micah and Ked, and—"

"Alan of Trebond," Mylessad grimly.
"Aye, sSr. Thisblasted fog's so thick you can barely see your hand before your face, but we found tracks.
The sneaks landed below Micah's post and worked their way to the falls, taking those three. 1've got men

watching for an attack now, and the camp'son dert.”

Faithful struggled to hisfeet and shook himsdlf, his fur sticking out in wet points. Suddenly helet out a
yow! of fury and dashed into the night. Myles and the soldiers stared after him in amazement.

"'Someone knew held be on watch with Alan," Jonathan said. Suddenly he looked old and grim. "They
laid amagic that would affect Faithful in particular. When | touched him, | went under." He bit hislip.



"They may've taken three, but they wanted Alan. They knew he'd be there with his cat, and they took
him." He gripped Mylessarm. "Myles, we have to do something! If they find out—"

"Hush, Jonathan!" Mylesinterrupted. "WEell do dl we can.”

The sentry who brought Faithful cried out, "And that's nothing! We're bound here by the stupidest lot of
orders ever writ—" His captain and the two noblemen were staring at him. He gulped and continued,
"Saving your presence, Highness, my lord, but it'strue. Micah and Ked are chums of mine, and Squire
Alan saved this eye, not two weeks ago, and we can't help them!™

Jonathan put a hand on the man's shoulder, smiling tightly. "Well see, my friend." He nodded to Myles.
"I'm off to the fort. Maybe Roger will have someideaof what'sgoing on.”

Mylestugged hisbeard. "That's possble" he said thoughtfully. "That's very possible.”

ROGER knew nothing other than the kind of spell that had been used on the cat and the deeping guard.
"Any village heder candoit, I'm afraid,” hetold Jonathan grimly. "Seep is particularly easy to cregte,
becauseit is something the body does naturally.” He gazed out the window and sighed, knowing
Jonathan was watching him closdy. "A pity about that young man. With your father'sorders. . . . Well
have to wait for aransom demand. Alan's obvioudy anoble, and even Duke Hilam won't dare to flout
the conventions of war."

But no ransom demand came by messenger bird acrossthe river. It waswell past noon on the day after
the kidnapping when ared-eyed Jonathan returned to histent. Faithful lay on the cot beside him, looking
lost. Jon fell adleep while petting the cat, but within afew hours he was prowling the riverbank like a
restlesstiger. Other men were there—men from the camp, weapons-smiths, healers, Jonathan's
friends—all staring at the other sSide, asif they could see the missing threeif they looked hard enough.
When Jonathan returned to camp, he found Myles staring into afull mug of brandy. To hissurprise, the
shaggy knight wasn't drinking.

"Thisistoo seriousfor drink,” Myles said, guessing the Prince's thoughts. He nodded toward Faithful; the
cat was lying with his head on his paws, his eyeswide and unblinking. "He'sworried. That makes me
worried. | can't be convinced that Alan's capture was not the sole object of thisraid.”

Jonathan sat down, twisting his handstogether. "Myles, | can't leave him over there," he whispered.
llHe_ll

Myles shook hishead. "Don't."
IIS r?l

"Y ou're about to tell my why Alan of al people should not be left among enemiesfor very long. | would
rather hear it from Alan, when he'sready to tell me."

"Y ou dready know," Jonathan accused.
The older man smiled. "Let's say I've formed an educated guess. | can wait to have it confirmed.”

Jonathan scowled, rising to pace again. "If Alan stays on that Sde of the river, you won't have to wait



much longer.”

Myles saw Jon was eying theriver. "Y our father was very specific, Prince Jonathan,” he pointed out
softly. "It would mean the head of any man who tried to rescue them. | hope you'll warn the others,
because I'm afraid arescueis exactly what they havein mind.”

Jonathan stared at Myles. Suddenly he had an idea, awild idea, but an idea nonethel ess. " Perhaps the
punishment would depend on who led the rescuel ™

Myles met his stare with calm eyes. "I would be obligated by my oath to your father to stop arescue
atempt."

Jonathan smiled, knowing what the knight was redlly saying. "Of course, Myles. Oh, what will you be
doing after the evening med ?'

Mylestugged hisbeard. "I think I'll ride down to the fort to confer with our commander. | shall probably
betherevery late.”

Jonathan nodded absently. "Y ou should take a couple of men,” he murmured, thinking hard. "We don't
want you kidnapped, with our security so poor.” He strode off, hiswak purposeful.

Watching him go, Myles began to chuckle. "That young man gets more like the Old King every day."

The cat stretched, suddenly looking better. Yes, he agreed.

JONATHAN discussed his plan with only one of the men: the soldier who had brought Faithful the night
before. He was enough. When Jon, Gary, Raoul and their squires arrived at the falsjust after sunset,
they found thirty grim-faced men—and Faithful—waiting.

"So many?' Sacherd| whispered nervoudly.

"That'sthe smalest number | could manage,” the young soldier replied. "1've got ten more standing guard
agang our return.”

Jonathan nodded, pleased. "L et'smove.”

Myles and Roger were playing chess when a guardsman burst in to whisper hurriedly into Roger's ear.
Myles saw with interest that Jon's cousin suddenly turned white.

"What?" the Duke snapped.

The guardsman bowed. "It'strue, Y our Grace. More than thirty of them, 1'd guess. They'vefired the huts
the enemy built on the north sde of their camp. | saw it mysdlf from thewall.”

Jumping to hisfeet, Roger turned on Myles, hiseyes burning. "Do you know what my precious cousin
has done? He's trying to rescue that be-damned squire of hisl”

Myles gpped hiswine. "Has heindeed?’ the knight replied mildly. "The King will not be pleased.”



"How could you not hear of this?* Roger demanded hotly. "Y ou were there dl afternoon. Surely you
must have seen them plotting!"

"They wouldn't tell their plans to anyone who would stop them,” Myles said. "I knew they were upst, of
course. It is naturd for men to be angry when three comrades are snatched from under their very noses.
There are even rumors that Jem Tanner was not the only traitor anong us."

"Shall | assemble ahelping force, Y our Grace?' the guardsman wanted to know. "They must be
outnumbered—"

"Don't beafool!" Roger snapped. "It'll be our headswith the King if we further my cousin'sfolly.”

"l doubt His Mgesty will have Jonathan beheaded for rescuing afriend,” Myles commented. "l dso
doubt that he will be so unfair asto punish the Prince's companions.” He disappeared into hiswine cup.

Roger drew adeep breath before answering, findly retrieving hisiron self-control. "What my cousin may
do, othersmay not do." He turned to the guardsman. "Post archers dong the riverbank. They can cover
Prince Jonathan's retreat.” He stalked over to hisdesk to grab hisseeing-crystd. "I must inform my uncle.
If you will excuseme, Sr Myles?

ALANNA cameto in asmall wooden hut. Two other men, Micah and Kedl, were there, but they were
gtill unconscious. Glancing at the tiny, iron-barred window, she saw it was well past noon. She drew a
dipper of water from the bucket, splashing it in the men'sfaceswith difficulty. Thiswasduein part to the
gtiffnessin her wounded arm and in part to the fact that she, like the two men, was wearing heavy chains.
Cdling on the smdll reserve of magic she had built up over the weeks of rest to stop the pounding in her
head and arm, she found herself weak and gasping. Therewas magic in her chains, magic that bound her
Gift aswell astherest of her.

Micah and Ked came around dowly, still dazed from the deeping-spell.

"Sorcery—fah!" Micah growled, spitting on the ground. "No decent warrior uses sorcery!”

"No decent warrior usestraitors, ether," Micah told his comrade. " And Duke Hilam's done both. Helll
gop at nothing.”

They wereinterrupted by heavy footsteps and the clank of akey ring. The door swung open, reveding a
Tusaine captain flanked by two soldiers. He pointed to Micah and Kedl.

"Youtwo. Youll be paid wel and released, if you give information.”
Micah jerked hishead at Alanna. "What about the boy? He's anoble; he's got the right to be ransomed.”

The captain shook his head. "Not that one. His Grace wantsto talk with him persond.” He scowled. "A
filthy way to fight awar,” he muttered.

Alannaand her two friends exchanged puzzled looks. What was the man talking about?

"You will have your livesif you tell uswhat we want to know," the Tusaine went on.



"I'd sdl my own mother's honor firgt," Ked sngpped. "What are you going to do with Squire Alan?"

The captain shrugged. "Y ou had your chance." He nodded to his men, and the three | eft, locking the door
behind them.

"That wasvery well said,” Alannaremarked dowly, "but | have afeding you just gave away your lives."
"Mayhap our peoplewill try arescue,” Ked said hopefully.

Alannashook her head. "The King gave orders. Anyone who tries arescue will be guilty of treason.”
"Giveme ahand up,” Micah ordered Ked suddenly. "I want to see something."

Alannawatched as the younger man boosted Micah up to the window. Finally Micah jumped down. "If
we could get loose, wereto the rear of the camp,” he said gruffly. "There's nothing between us and the
trees. We're hid away from their main army, Squire Alan.” He shook the chainson hisarms. "'If we
weren't burdened with these..."

"Oh!" Alannahit hersalf on the forehead. "I'm stupid aswell asinsane. Here." She pulled along strip of
meta fromits hiding placeinsde her belt and went to work on thelocks. " The second you have a
chance, break for the trees and make your way back. That's an order, understand?’

"But ..." Micah protested as his chainsfdl to the ground.

"Don't say 'but.’ It's me they want. If you get free, they may not chase you very hard. Prince Jonathan has
to know what happened.” She began on Ked's chains as Micah rubbed his ankles, frowning.

"Wheredid you learn this?' Ked asked.

Alannalaughed shortly. "Y ou'd be surprised.” Once Ked's chains were undone, she tried the lock-pick
on her own. She haf-expected the result: the pick turned white-hot. Alanna dropped it on the ground
whereit lay, melted out of any useful shape.

"As| thought. Somebody madetriply sure | couldn't leave." Wasit just an accident that her chainsaone
were sorcerer- and pick-proof? Somehow she had trouble believing it was coincidence.

More vidtors came as sunset was dying from the sky. At the sound of approaching footsteps, Micah and
Ked hid themselves on either side of the door, their chains ready for use as wegpons. The footsteps
stopped.

"Captain," amae voice hissed, "if you continue your objections, | will seetoit that you're given aless
unpleasant command—under the noses of thefort archers, for example.”

"I don't likefighting awar thisway." 1t wasthe voice of the captain who had first visited them. "It isn't
honorable.

"I believein results, not honor." The stranger uttered three arcane words. Red fire burst through the hut,
blinding Alanna. Micah and Kedl dumped to the floor, unconscious, and the door swung open. Alanna
blinked the spots from her eyes as arichly dressed nobleman, accompanied by the captain and two large
soldiers, waked in. The nobleman was not much tdler than Alanna, with large hazel eyesand asharply
handsome face. Hislooks were spoiled by the ugly set of his mouth as he prodded Ked with an elegantly



shod toe.

"| thought something like this might occur. Who picked the locks?' His beautiful eyesflicked to Alanna
IIYGJI?I

Alanna stood braced, her arms folded across her chest. "Who wants to know?"
The nobleman smiled cruelly. "1've heard about your bad manners, Alan of Trebond."

"Funny. | dways heard the men of Tusaine possessed some trace of honor." She glanced at the captain,
who was turning beet red. "Isn't it odd how rumor lies?!

Someone e se stepped through the open door. "Don't let him get the upper hand, brother,” Jem Tanner
warned. "He'stricky."

Alannalegped for Big Thor's murderer. The guards caught her and Sung her to the ground, where one of
them pressed his spear to her throat. "Don't do it again,” he advised gruffly. After amoment he raised the
spear, letting Alanna sit up. Jem retreated to the door, white under histan.

"Kill thelittle viper, Hilam!™ he urged. Micah and Ked were coming to. "Before hefindsaway to trick
you!"

Alannalooked at the well-dressed man. So he was Duke Hilam, the one responsible for thislong, hateful
summer. It was hard to believe so much trouble could come from such asmall man.

Duke Hilam covered ayawn. "I'll kill him when I'm ready, brother,” he announced. "Not a moment
sooner.”

Alannastared. "Y ou're brothers?'

"Thereign't much of afamily resemblance.” Hilam grinned crudly. "That'swhat made Jemisan ided spy."
Then Alannaremembered that the three royal brothers of Tusaine were King Ain, Duke Hilam, and
Count Jemis. Jemis—or Jem—wasrarely seen in public because he rode around the land, sending
reportsto Prime Minister Hilam. A spy indeed!

Boiling mad, Alanna struggled to her knees. ""Forgive me for not recognizing you sooner, Duke Hilam,"
she spat. "Y our sweet nature should have—"

Hilam kicked her down. "I'm not amused by you, prisoner. Don't try my patience.”

Alanna curled up around the side he had kicked, sweating with pain. No one was watching her two
companions, al attention was on her and the Duke. Shelooked up at him, boiling mad.

"You are brave, kicking achained prisoner. They must ang heroic balads about you on winter nights!”
Hilam grabbed her chains, yanking her to her fet. "I've heard about your tongue, Squire." Hewas smiling
camly; that frightened her. No one as angry as Hilam smiled, unless hewasinsane. "Perhaps1'll cut it
out." He threw her againgt the rear wall and advanced on her.

Alannastruggled to her feet, never taking her eyes off him. "Behavior I'd expect from the goatherd's



bastard, not anobleman,” she taunted as Micah and Kedl inched toward the open door. " Perhaps your
mother tricked your father?'

Hilam hit her again, knocking her to her knees. Micah and Ked bolted out the door, running for dl they
were worth. When Hilam turned to follow, Alanna grabbed him, wrapping her arms around historso.
The Tusaine was stopped from throwing aspell after the escaping men by the magic that kept Alanna
helpless.

"Dont follow!" Hilam ordered, yanking out of Alanna's hold and dapping her. " This isthe one we have to
worry about!"

"Let me have him," Jemis urged. "He's been an annoyanceto mefor along time. | could have killed
Prince Jonathan that night if he hadn't been there.”

Alannacould hear shouting in the distance. She crossed her fingers and prayed her friends would escape.

"He's been an annoyance to many for along time," Hilam snapped, his clean-shaven face grim. "Before |
let you play with him, he's going to tell me something about Tortal. HEs going to tell medl Prince
Jonathan's plansand dl King Road's plans. Then hewill tell me thingsthat don't interest me at dl, but
hell tell them because hell say anything to stop the pain.”

"Pigsmight fly," Alannasnapped. She spat in the man'sface.

Hilam wiped the spit away, hislovely eyesthoughtful. "Y ou'll take awhileto bregk." He smiled suddenly,
and her somach sank. "That will be quite enjoyable. Only think, you'll have the doubtful fame of being
the one responsible for my taking thisentire valey. How does that st with your much-loved honor,

Squire Alan?'

"Perhgps your mother betrayed your father with awarthog," Alanna said thoughtfully. She would just get
sck if shelistened to what he was saying. ™Y ou both certainly have awarthog's manners. Jem there even
has awarthog's looks."

Jem lunged for her, only to be stopped by one of the guardsmen.

"Jemisisvery rash," Hilamtold Alanna. "I'm not. It's going to take far more than these little barbsto
pierce my armor—"

"Perhaps my sword will pierceit, then?' Jonathan asked coolly from the doorway. " Thank you, Faithful.
Y ou seem to have led usto theright place.”

Micah, Ked, Gary, Sacherdll, Raoul and Douglass were behind the Prince. Faithful ran between their
feet to place himsdf between Alannaand her tormentor, hissing angrily. Hilam, unnerved by the cat's
purple stare—so like Alannas own—stepped back into Sacherdll's grip.

Jonathan laid the point of his sword beside Hilam's nose. "Don't move, please, and don't try any sorcery.
I'll makeyou swallow it." He turned to the three soldiers, who were watching Gary's and Raoul's drawn
bows with keen attention. "The keysto my friend's chains. Now."

The captain tossed them to Alanna, who grinned at him before setting to work on the locks. " Jonathan,
the soldiersare dl right. But these two"—she pointed to Hilam and Jemis—"are King Ain's brothers."



"Jem Tanner, aking's brother?' Micah gasped.

A dow grin spread across Jon'sface. "'l think | know how we are going to leave this camp safely. We're
taking two guestswith us, two very important guests. And I'm sure we can think of afair ransom. Don't
you, Duke Hilam?1 know King Ain will not think peaceisnot too small apriceto pay, not for his
brothers lives™

KING ROALD was not pleased, but—as Myles and Jonathan had known—he could scarcely behead
his own son. Instead Roald negotiated the Drell Peace, in which Tusaine vowed to relinquish dl clamsto
the valley forever. King Ain was willing to agree to much more: he wanted his brothers back to rule his
landsfor him. By the end of August the peace was sSigned, and Alannaand her friends were ableto go
home.

7: Winter Lessons

ALANNA pulled her cloak tight against the wind and knocked hard on the door marked with the
hedler'ssgn. Shewaited, watching the last fall leaves dancein the street, until Mistress Cooper
appeared.

"Hello," Alannasaid shyly, letting the hood fall back from her face so George's mother could see who her
late-night visitor was. "Can wetak?' Mistress Cooper smiled, motioning Alannainsde. "It'sbeen along
time, little one," she commented as she bolted the door. "Comeinto the kitchen and I'll make us some
tea" Sheled theway, her mgestic form casting along shadow in the hallway. "I trust you're recovered
from your wounds? How isyour arm?"

Alannatook off her cloak and draped it in front of the kitchen fire before rotating her |eft arm obediently.
"It'salittle gtiff sometimes, but it'sal right now. | wasn't as badly hurt as people think.”

Mistress Cooper put on the teakettle. "My son doesn't feel asyou do. But perhaps he has his reasons for
worrying?'

The girl blushed. " George worries about me too much. | hope he gets over it before | go away.”
"So you gtill plan to leave us once you have your shidd?' The woman moved around the room on silent
fedt, getting cups and aplate full of cakes. Alannabit into one of the cakes eagerly; she had only picked

at her dinner.

"Of course," she said, her mouth full. She swalowed quickly. "I have afeding that when | tell them I'ma
girl, they won't want me around.”

"Could be you're not doing them justice,”" Mistress Cooper suggested, pouring out the tea. "Georgetells
meyou'e liked and trusted.”

Alannafrowned. "Not by al." Shoving Duke Roger to the back of her mind, she cradled the cup of teain
her hands.

"How isHis Highness?' the woman asked, Sitting down.



Stirring the teawith thetip of her finger, Alannareplied softly, "I'm not sure. He's been—very odd, lately.
Ever sncewereturned from the Drell Valey."

"How s0?"

"He... heblows hot, then cold. Sometimes I'm hisbest friend in the world. And sometimes he acts asiif
I'm poison. It doesn't make sense. He—" Alanna blushed. "He kissed me, this summer. | think he wants
to do it again, except he doesn't. Sometimes hetalks asif he doesn't like George, except | know that isn't
true, because he comesinto the city to see George when I'm occupied. He expects alot from aperson!”
Alannaburst out, getting up to pace. "If | go to socid events with him—and he makes me go—I haveto
have every hair in place. | have to have better mannersthan everyone ese. | have to dance with dl the
ladies, as he does, even though no one esehasto. | tel him | fed likeafool, and hetellsmeit's better to
be afool who's considerate than afool who isn't. But if | redly talk to alady—or evento Gary or
Raoul—for a bit, he getsangry! He says| mustn't lead the ladies on, and he accuses me of flirting with
Gary and Raoul in the same bresth!" Alanna sat down and gulped her tea, surprised at how the words
had tumbled out of her.

"Y ou seem rather angered with Prince Jonathan,” Mistress Cooper observed.

Alannaturned deep red. "I don't know how | fed," she muttered. "I just can't figure out why he'stresting
methisway. But that isn't what | came about.” She drew a deep breath. "Would you teach me how to
dresslikeagirl?"

Mistress Cooper raised her eyebrows. "Now, thisisodd,” she said camly. "Why such arequest?’

Alannamade aface. "I don't know. | just—I see dl the Queen's ladies wearing pretty things, and I've
beenthinking lately | like pretty things. I'm going to have to be agirl someday. Why shouldn't | Sart
practicing now?"

If Mistress Cooper thought Alanna's sudden wish to look pretty had anything to do with Jonathan, or
with George, she knew better than to say so. Instead she agreed to help Alannawith her new project,
beginning that very night by taking the girl's measurements.

SEVERAL dayslater, Alannacameto Mistress Cooper'sfor fittings. Asthe older woman adjusted a
hem, Alannatwisted, trying to see her back in thelong mirror. "Hold still," Mistress Cooper ordered, her
mouth full of pins. "Y ou're worse than acity lad getting fitted with hisfirst pair of long breeches."

"It doesn't look right,” Alanna objected, trying to hold her body rigid while she turned her head. "1t looks
like Squire Alaninagirl'sdress™

"That's because weve done nothing with Squire Alan's hair. Hold till!"
The dress properly fitted, Mistress Cooper fussed with the girl's flaming locks and put some cosmeticson
her flinching face. "I think you're wise to start accustoming yoursdlf to woman's gear,” she commented as

she brushed dark color over Alannas eyelids. "Although you've alot to learn.”

"If I'd known it was going to be this much fuss, | never would've asked,” Alannamuttered. Her friend
laughed. "It'sjust... | needed an adventure. |'ve been pretty restlesslately.”



"Lifeinthe paaceistoo tamefor you?' Mistress Cooper asked sympatheticaly.

"Not too tame, precisely,” Alannaobjected. "1 just need to go somewhere. | need to get away
from—certain people.” She didn't want to say that Jonathan had kissed her again only the night before.
She didn't even want to remember it, because when she did she a so remembered the strange and
frightening excitement she had felt when he hed her. Now she sighed, confused.

"I need time to think about things."

"l see," Midgtress Cooper replied. "Well, stand up, child. Let melook at you."

Alannastood, patting her pinned-up hair and tugging her skirt. Mistress Cooper had avery odd look on
her face.

"Is something wrong?" Alanna asked nervoudy.
The older woman made her face the mirror. Alanna swallowed. Shewaslooking at a lady.
"I'm beautiful," shewhispered in awe.

Mistress Cooper laughed at this. Y oull pass,”" she said, pushing Alannainto the kitchen. ™Y ou're not as
beautiful as Lady Ddlia, say, or the new lady a Court, Cytheraof Elden.”

Alannasighed. "Nobody's as beautiful asthe Lady Cythera," she said drily. She moved to sit down.

"Not that way!" Mistress Cooper cried in darm. ™Y ou'll rumple your skirts Sweep them out—like
this—and sit with them spread around you. And keep your feet together.”

Alannatried this. It took severa attempts before she got it right. "It'sgoing to be ashard to learnto be a
girl asit wasto learn to be aboy."

"Harder," the woman said, putting theteaon. "Most girls don't have to unlearn being aboy. And now
you have two sets of Court mannersto master.”

"But | dready know Court manners,” Alanna protested, getting the cups down.

"Do you know the different kinds of curtsy?' Alannashook her head. "How to writeinvitations?* Alanna
shook her head. "How do you accept an offering of flowers from ayoung knight, or amarried man?"

"Asif I'd be getting flowers from anybody!" Alanna snorted. She rummaged in the cupboards. "Any
cakes lft?!

"| baked some fresh—"

"Great Merciful Mother!™ Alannagasped. She could hear horsesin the courtyard: visitors! Her hand flew
to the ember-stone and her pregnancy charm, both now reveaed by the low neckline of her dress.
Turning, sheran for the door leading to the rest of the house.

Mistress Cooper caught her. "What has gotten into you?"'



The kitchen door opened. "Mother, seewho | finaly brought to meet you!" George called. Heturned to
someone till outsde. "Come onin, then—she's here.”

"Stand gtraight,” Mistress Cooper told Alanna. “Face him. Y ou'll haveto do it sometime.”

Alannadrew abreath and turned around. George was sill looking outside. " The man will take care of
your horse; that's what he'stherefor,” hetold his companion. He looked back at his mother. "I'm sorry. |
didn't know you had—"

The King of Thieves stopped talking abruptly. His eyeswidened. Carefully he looked Alannaover, inch
by inch, whilethe girl turned adeep red. "It'snot politeto stare,” she said tartly.

"George, you're blocking the way." Someone behind the thief laughed. Alannaturned pae. She knew that
voice. "Have you changed your mind?Y ou don't want me to meet your mother after al?* Prince
Jonathan, dressed in the plain shirt and breeches he always wore into the city, edged into the kitchen
behind thethief.

Mistress Cooper moved forward, smiling. "And so you're Prince Jonathan, or isit Johnny today?"

"I'm dways Johnny in the city," Jonathan admitted.

Alannaput her hands on her hips, scowling. "And do you mention the fact in front of every strange young
lady you meet?' she demanded.

Jonathan looked at her, asmall frown crossing hisface. "Forgive me, gentlelady. | didn't see...” Hisvoice
tralled away as he stared. Findly he whispered, "Y ou—you're wearing adress. Y ou look—" He
blushed, swallowed and changed the subject. "Where did you get the stone around your neck? | haven't
seen it before™

"Close the door,” Mistress Cooper ordered him. ™Y ou're letting the cold in. Lass, well need two more
cups, | think."

George gripped Alannas arm as she moved past him. "So you're agirl, after al.”

"| thought you knew that," Alannasnapped.

She looked at Jonathan. " You don't seem surprised.”

Hegrinned. "Oh, | am, alittle. | knew you were up to something, though. Y ou've been awfully mysterious
lately. And remember | caught you two days ago piling your hair on top of your head and looking at
yoursdf inthe mirror.”

"Some people think they're pretty observant since they became heroes of thewar," Alannasaid sniffing.
"Maybe| do," Jonathan replied amiably. "But what isthat sone?'

Alannalooked at the ember-stone, fingering it. "I got it from—from aLady | met once."

Jonathan frowned. "Why would alady give you acharm? It looks vauable, whatever it is; and it'smagic
for certain.”



Alannashrugged. "If it'smagic, it'snot magic | can use. And she gaveit to me—wadll, it'salong story,
and | redly don't want to tell it right now. | don't understand it myself.” She sat down, and Mistress
Cooper handed her the tegpot.

"Pour," the woman instructed. "Y ou two can take off your hats, at least. Don't you know when you're
being served by alady?’

IT WASNOT thelast time Alannawore adress. Wearing ablack wig, she went into the city (usudly in
Mistress Cooper's company), getting used to her skirts and learning about the things most girls her age
took for granted. They had the most fun in the marketplace, where they often shopped for additionsto
the wardrobe Alanna kept in alocked chest at the foot of her bed. Snow came in mid-November, faling
for days and forming immense drifts. The people watched and prayed for abreak in the weeather. It findly
came, and the snow ceased to fall, leaving inits place bitter cold that refused to break. Huntsmen called it
"Wolf Winter," the time when wolves, finding little € se to hunt, turned on men. Alanna, loathing the cold,
bundled up and tried her best to ignoreit.

In early December thefirst reports of wolves came from the villages around the Roya Forest. The King
sent hunt after hunt to day the man-killers, while other fiefsin the north of Tortal reported the same
problem. Coram wrote that he had moved the families of Fief Trebond into the castle to keep them safe.
There was certainly room enough, he added in hisletter, but it was annoying to have so many children
underfoot.

By February most of the killerswere dain or in hiding, except one. He was called Demon Grey. He had
been wounded at |east three times—a huntsman's arrow had even taken one of his eyes recently—but
nothing seemed to stop him for long, for he continued to prey on the villages of the Roya Forest. When
at last he entered awoodsman's hut, taking away ababy girl, the King ordered every man in the palace
who could carry aspear out for the hunt. Duke Roger came, splendid in ermine-trimmed green velvet.
Duke Gareth wasthere, hisbad leg till alittle fiff. Even Myleswas present, warm in brown velvet and
fur and looking uncomfortable. The King himsdlf led the hunt.

Alannawas even more uncomfortable than Myles. Moonlight had cast a shoe; Alanna couldn't ride her.
I nstead she was mounted on a prickly chestnut with ahard mouth, afidgety, anxiousfdlow who
obvioudy preferred hisnice warm stal. Alannadidn't blame him. She dressed to survive the westher,
with severd layers of wool clothing and fleece-lined leather over it dl. When she checked hersdlf inthe
mirror, shewas severd sizeslarger.

"We're going to hunt, not deep out dl night," Jonathan said, laughing when he saw her.
Alannablushed. "I get cold.”

"I don't think you can move with al those layerson,” he told her asthey waited in the courtyard for his
father to arrive.

"Oh?" Leaning from the saddle in a swift movement, Alanna scooped up ahandful of snow and lobbed it
into her prince'sface. "See?' She grinned as she trotted past Jonathan. "'I'm warm and mobile.”

She caught up with Gary and Raoul, riding with them for awhile. She saw little of her large friendsthese
days, the King dways had duties for them. The three laughed and joked until the Huntsman-in-Charge
blew the Discovery up ahead. Then the knights rode on while Alanna stayed back, knowing she wouldn't



be needed. She didn't mind if someone else got the glory in ahunt of thissize. Too often shefelt sorry for
the animal, outnumbered by so many armed and trained knights. (Not that she ever could fed sorry for a
child-killing walf.)

The discovery was awolf. The King brought it down himself. But it was not Demon Grey. Alanna
waiched every movement between the trees, wishing she had brought Faithful. It had seemed slly in the
morning to bring acat on awolf hunt, but now she missed her companion's sharp ears and nose.

The hunt moved on, bagging another wolf and amean old boar. Slowly the hunters spread out over the
Royd Forest, until occasondly Alannafollowed it by sound done. When it swept around her, she would
fal in with the others, then the hunters would ride on. She wasn't worried. She was never so far away
that ablast on the horn hanging a her waist wouldn't bring someone immediately, and there were usudly
other horsemen around. Besides, Demon Grey attacked children and old people, not warriors.

A sound—crashing! A wolf's snarl! Whedling the chestnut, Alannayelled for help. After an answering
triumphant shout, she spurred into the clearing where the shout seemed to come from and halted. Duke
Roger kndlt in the snow, his spear fixed in the body of agiant grey wolf. He grinned when he saw
Alanna. " A few moments earlier, and you might have had him, Alan."

Alannadismounted, ready to give the Duke ahand. "I don't grudge you thekill, Sr. Areyou certain that's
Demon Grey?"

Roger shrugged. "How many wolves of this size and description can there be?' he asked.

A low snarl struck Alannas ears. Her horse reared and bolted with awhinny of terror, taking her spear
with him. Alannafroze, swearing under her breath and peering closdly at the surrounding trees. Then she
saw it: alarger wolf than the one Roger had killed was dinking toward her, its belly flat on the snow. Its
|eft eye was missing; the other glittered with grim purpose.

Thewolf charged. Alannadrew Lightning, hoping to spear the huge anima beforeit legped. The crust on
the snow beneeth her broke. She ssumbled, Lightning opening adash in the wolf's sde before flying out
of her hand. Furious at being wounded, the wolf whirled and charged again.

Therewas no timeto retrieve her sword. Alannagripped her dagger and, aming for hisblind side, threw
hersdlf onto the giant animal's back. Girl and wolf rolled over in the snow, ablur of grey and tan flashing
with the white of the wolf's teeth and the copper of Alannas hair.

Roger looked up; the clearing was ringed with hunters. Myles gripped Jonathan's shoulder, holding the
younger man back. The Prince's eyes were terrible with fear for hisfriend.

Alannadid not see the reinforcements. She saw nothing but the wolf, who was doing hisbest to fling her
off hisback. She held on desperately, striking again and again with her knife. Suddenly the wolf
shuddered and howled; her blade had entered hisside. He fell, his paws twitching. She had stabbed him
to the heart.

Shelet Jonathan pull her free of the wolf'sbody. "Areyou insane?' he whispered, hugging her tightly for a
moment.

"It attacked me." Alanna pushed Jon away gently, holding the ember-stone for comfort. Suddenly the
colors, the sounds, even the smellsin the clearing were very sharp. She was sartled to see a bright
orange glow around Roger. Even more odd was the fact that the same orange fire was fading from the



bodies of the two wolves. Alannalooked at them and at Roger, puzzled. What was she seeing? The
color of Roger's magic was orange. What had that to do with the wolves?

A huntsman was examining the wolf she had just killed. "'Tis Demon Grey," he told the King positively. "I
shot out this eye myself three weeks past. That would be hismate," he added, nodding to the wolf
clamed by Roger's spesar.

"Areyou al right?' Myles asked Alanna, worried by the strange look on her face.

Alannareleased the ember-stone. All traces of orangefire, in Roger or in thewolves, wasgone. "Am |?"
she asked, not thinking about what she said. "I'm not sure.”

THAT night Alannawaited until she and Faithful were donein her room and Jonathan was out & a party
before she took the ember-stone from benegath her shirt. The cat watched her, histail twitching, as she
looked around for a suitable object to experiment on. Findly she placed an old shirt in front of the hearth.
After putting the stone on atable within reach, she concentrated on the shirt. Reaching toward it, she
recited the Spell for Transforming. The spell was ahard one, requiring power and concentration, but she
had both in plenty these days. Her weakness of the summer was gone, and the reserves of her Gift were
greater than ever. She even wondered if she didn't enjoy usng magic sometimes.

Purplefire flowed from her fingersinto the shirt. It twitched and twisted, its outline dowly straightening
and turning brown. Sweet rolled down Alannas cheeks as she ended the spell. The shirt made afinal
struggle to stay ashirt beforeturning into alog of firewood. With aflick of her fingers, Alannamagicaly
threw the log onto thefire. Asit crackled and started to burn, she grabbed the ember-stone.

Thelog, the air between her and the hearth, even her fingertips glowed a brilliant violet. Sowly the color
faded, and she put the Goddess's token down. Faithful walked over and rubbed against her legs,
meowing, until she bent and picked him up, petting him absently.

"l don't think I've ever held it when magic was being used before," she whispered to the cat. "'l always
kept it hidden in Roger's class. | was afraid held guess something was strange about it. | wonder if it will
aways show me when there's sorcery around?”

When did you see magic used before? Faithful asked.

"Thisafternoon,” she whigpered. "The color of Roger's Gift was on him and the two wolves." She began
to pace, till holding her pet. "And what's the answer to that? What could he gain from magicking Demon
Grey and hismate?'

Faithful hooked his clawsinto her tunic and climbed up onto her shoulder, perching there. Who did
Demon Grey try to kill?

"Meg" Alannawhispered. "Hetried to kill me."

THE SPRING flew by, and Alanna's seventeenth birthday arrived. She rose and dressed before dawn
that morning, then made her way to the underground levels and the Chapel of the Orded. It was
deserted, except for the caretakers; priests came here only during the Midwinter Festival when would-be



knights undertook the Ordeal. For two hours she sat and stared at the Chamber'siron door, thinking,
Only a year and a half. Just eighteen months between me and what'sin there. It's not enough time!

Evidently Faithful judged that she had been there long enough. He left her with her thoughts, reappearing
with Jonathan on his hedls. The Prince took onelook a Alanna's white face and dragged her out of the
Chapd, closng the door firmly.

"Brooding about it only makesit worse," hetold her kindly. "Why think about it at al?When thetime
comes, you'll gointhereif you're ready or not. There's nothing you can do to prevent it, so come have
some breskfast."

At lunch she received small gifts from Jon, Myles and George, and her friends drank her hedlth. It was
hard to believe sheld had six birthdays since coming to the paace. It was hard to believe so much had
happened to her.

That night she dipped away early. She was too restless to socidize, and too nervousto deep. The cause
could have been the sight of Jonathan dancing with Lady Delia. From al the signs, the Prince planned to
spend the night with the beautiful, green-eyed woman. Alanna didn't want to be there when they left
together.

Thinking of Delia sent her to the wooden chest she kept at the foot of her bed, locked and magically
protected. Opening it, she drew out her pretty clothes—alace-trimmed chemise, delicate silk stockings,
tiny leather dippers, apurple silk dress. She even took out the black wig she normaly worein public:
there weren't enough violet-eyed redheds around to warrant her leaving her rooms without some kind of
digguise,

She dressed and admired hersalf in the mirror. She wasn't abeauty like Delia, but she wasn't a hag,
either. Defiantly she picked up acloak and threw it over her shoulders. There was no law that said she
had to be aboy on her seventeenth birthday, and Faithful wasn't there just then to advise caution.
Touching the ember-stone and feding the charm to ward off pregnancy besideit, Alannagrinned. Sheld
never do anything to get herself pregnant, of that she was certain. Still, she couldn't help but think of ...

Amused that she was silly enough to wonder what sex was like, Alanna peered out her door. The
hallway was clear, and she was going for awalk in the gardens! What if Jonathan was with Ddlia? She
was free and independent, and that was the important thing!

Shefdt bold and wonderful, strolling through the luxurious palace gardens by hersdlf. Finding an isolated
bench, she put her cloak aside and sat down. The moon wasfull, and sherelaxed in its soft Slver glow,
turning her face up toiit. A night for lovers, she thought, then bit her lip. She had no lover, and she didn't
want one.

Sheleft her cloak and waked through the rose gardens, inhding the heavy scent of the blooming flowers.
From here she could see thelong terrace, where she had |eft Jonathan and Ddlia. Glancing at it she could
see aman standing there now; he was watching her. Suddenly he went inside, and shelost her spirit of
adventure. She didn't want one of her gallant friends coming out here to romance her; lifewas
complicated enough!

Hewaswaiting for her beside the bench where she had |eft her cloak.

"Hullo," he said casudly, holding the garment up. "1 think thisisyours.”



Alannadid thewig from her hair. "How did you know it was me, Jonathan?'

He came forward, taking one of her handsin his. "I guessed. And then | saw how you walked, and | was
sure”

Alannamade aface. "Mistress Cooper triesto cure me of walking like aboy, but it doesn't seem to
take."

Jonathan lifted the gold charm off her throat, examining it. "What's this?" he asked. His voice was soft
and warm.

Alannawas thankful for the darknessthat kept him from seeing her blush. "It'sa charm to—keep me
from having children,” she sammered. "Misiress Cooper gaveit to mea—along timeago.”

Jon chuckled. "Have you ever tried it out?" he asked, putting his free arm around her. Alannabraced
hersdlf againgt his chest, trying to ignore the silly fluttering in her somach or the heat running through her

body.
"What's that supposed to mean?' she asked gruffly.

"This" Swiftly he kissed her again and again. Alannafelt giddy and was grateful that histight hold kept
her from fdling. She was scared. She suddenly realized she wanted to be the onein his bed tonight.

Jonathan stopped kissing her, only to start unlacing her bodice.

Alanna shoved him away, terrified. "No!" she gasped, grabbing her laces. "l was crazy to
think—Jonathan, please!"

The Prince redlized she was trembling, her hands shaking too badly for her to lace herself. He shook his
head and did the work for her.

"Y ou'refighting what hasto be," he said, "and you know it aswell as1 do.”

"|—I know no such thing," she ssammered. "I promised myself oncethat I'd never love aman! Maybe
amogt broke that promise just now because of moonlight and silliness—"

"Stopit," hetold her sternly. He made her look up at him. "We belong to each other. Isthat silliness?
Surely you've redized dl dong this had to happen.” When she did not answer, he sighed. "Go away,
before | change my mind."

Alannaran. Onceinside her room, she bolted the door, undressed and threw her clothesinto a corner.
Thiswaswhat came of wearing adressl Men got ideas when a person wore skirts! George vowed love
to you without ever seeing you in skirts, areasonable part of her mind said, but Alanna kicked that
thought away. She paced nervoudy, snapping her fingers. Where was Faithful ? She didn't want to be
alone when Jonathan came back to hisroom. Suddenly her knees weakened, and she sat on her bed. Of
course Jonathan wouldn't come back. Hed go to Delianow. He didn't want Alanna; he just wanted agirl
to have fun with.

Oh? said that nasty, reasonable corner of her mind. Then why did he say what he did? Why did he say
you belonged with him?



Hadn't the Goddess told her to learn to love? Did she love Jonathan?

A sound in the other room gtartled her. He hadn't gone to Delial He was preparing for bed in hisown
room, moving quietly so he wouldn't disturb her. He hadn't been looking just for amusement!

Alannaslips quivered. She wanted Jonathan'slove. To be honest, she had wanted that love for along
time

She rapped on the door between their rooms. "Jon?"

He opened the door. His eyes were bright as he looked at her. Alannaswallowed. "I'm scared. Help me,
please"

Jonathan's voice was rough as he said, "'I'm scared, too. At least we can be scared together.”

8: Fears

ALANNA was happy that summer. During the day she had lessons and duties—fewer lessons now and
more duties, because she was entering her last year asasquire. She had Mylesto advise her when
Coram wrote with a particularly difficult problem at Trebond. She went to Mistress Cooper to talk and
to learn more about awoman'slife. At night, Jonathan taught her about loving. She was sorry to seethe
leaves begin to change color: somehow she knew her quiet, happy time was not going to last much

longer.

DELIA of Eldorne paced in front of Duke Roger's chair, her green eyes glinting with anger. "'l don't
understand it!" she snapped for the tenth time. "1 had him here—" She held out a dender white hand,
palm up, before clenching it into afigt. “And now | suppose I’ m to consider myself privileged if he dances
withme once at aparty!" Shethrew hersdlf to her kneesin front of Roger's chair, looking up at him
prettily. "Madter, forgive me," she begged. "I did everything you told meto. He jus—" She stopped and
looked downward, fluttering her heavy lashes.

Roger smiled and reached out, stroking her flowing, dark hair. "Don't fret, pretty one," hetold her. "That
young man is proving very dippery indeed. Fortunately, | have other plansready to be put into action.”

"Other plans?' Deliabreathed, her eyeswide. "Master, can | help? Can | do anything to assist you? Only
tdl mel"

Roger looked off into the distance, till stroking the knedling girl's hair. "Thereis nothing you can do for
mejust now," he remarked absently. "The next move on the board ismine." He looked down at her
again, hiseyes unreadable. "But you must hold yoursdlf reedy. If al goeswrong, | will need your help
morethan ever."

"Nothing could go wrong!" Ddlia protested violently. "Not when you have planned it!"
Duke Roger of Conte smiled again. "Perhaps you are right, my dear,” he remarked. "1 hope so. Inthe

meantime, be agood child and wait. Give Jonathan to understand that, while he isno longer attentive to
you, your affectionsremain his."



"And your other plans?' Ddliawhispered.

The sorcerer tugged hisbeard. "Y ou will see,”" he promised her. "I cannot move carelesdy—not yet—but
| think you know me well enough to be able to detect what | am doing." He laughed outright. "No one
€lse will be able to—I've made sure of that!"

AND in October afever went through the Eastern Lands, as sicknesses often did. Few died, athough
many wereill, and the Queen was one of the sickest. Lianne had never been strong, and the fever refused
to give her up easily. Sherecovered at lagt, but she did not get completely well.

During the Queen'sillness Alannaand Jonathan were separated for the firgt time since Alannas birthday,
as Jonathan sat vigil by his mother's bedside day and night. Their love affair was not the same after
that—Jon was too worried about his mother's health. He was not the only one. Alannadid not like to see
the Queen picking at her food and losing weight she did not have to lose. Lianne aso developed a cough
that refused to go away, despite Duke Baird's best care.

"Myles," Alannabegan one December night as they were playing chess, "does the Queen's weakness
look—right to you?"

"It lookslikeit'skilling her." Myles frowned. "Isthat supposed to look ‘right' to me?"

Alannaexamined aknight thoughtfully. "Duke Bard'sthe finest hedler in Tortal. Why can't he help the
Queen?'

Myles|ooked sharply at her. "Thisisn't just idle conversation, isit? What's bothering you?"

Alannanibbled her thumbnail. "I dont likeit," she admitted. "1 saw how much Duke Baird can do at the
Drell. He's blessed by the gods. A fever, acough—Duke Baird can hedl those thingsin amoment. But
now he can't. The only other time | saw him this helplesswas during the Swesting Sickness." She moved
apawn forward one square. " There are some people who think the Swesating Sickness was caused by a
sorcerer. Y ou were one of them, remember?'

"Do you think there's a connection?' Myles asked.

"I don't know what to think," Alannareplied. Then she shook her head. "Yes, | do, and I'm going to say
it. Too many bad things happen to Jonathan or to people closeto him. | think—"

"Alan, the Queen was never very strong,” Mylesreminded her. "The Sweating Sickness ruined her hedth.
Her weakness now is probably naturd. Think carefully before you make any accusations, please.” Myles
drew adeep breath.

"The enemy you will makeistoo powerful for you to accuse without evidence—and plenty of it."

Alannalooked Mylesin the eye. ™Y ou suspect him, too."

Myles sighed and tugged hisbeard. "I have no proof, Alan. He'stoo clever to be easily caught. All |
have—d| you have—is coincidence. Y ou cannot accuse aman of high treason on coincidence.”



"Demon Grey and his mate weren't coincidences.” After weeks of wrestling with hersaf on the matter,
Alannatold her friend about discovering that her token could show her when sorcery had been used. She
even let Myles hold it. He examined it briefly and returned it to her. "How did you get this?' Alannatold
him about that meeting in the forest, omitting only that the Goddess had spoken to her asagirl. Men
were sometimes chosen by the Mother, and she couldn't bring hersdlf to tell Myles she had lied about her
identity for years. The knight listened, his face expressionless. When shefinished, he asked, "Isthere
anything eseyou think | should know?"

After keeping her suspicions bottled up for so long, Alannalet them spill out. "Duke Gareth'shorse had a
burr fixed in its saddle blanket when it threw the Duke. And the man who saddled the horse disappeared
that same day. The night | was kidnapped by the Tusaine? | talked with Duke Roger. He wanted meto
be hisfriend. Hesaid if | was hisfriend, I'd liveto aripe old age. | told him | wanted my friendsto have
the same, and | didn't think that was what he wanted. He left, and the fog came up. Y ou remember the
fog and that Faithful couldn't be wakened? Isn't it strange that everything happened after he visited me
and that the one being that could've helped me—my cai—was knocked out magicaly? The Tusaines
were ready for me, Myles. They used special chainson me. Not only that, but they had heard about me,
and | wasn't to be released. Who told them so much about me? Jem—Jemis? | don't think he knew | had
anything more than ahealing Gift. And didn't you ever wonder why thefirst major attack launched by the
enemy separated Jonathan from al the others?"

"Y ou have no proof," Mylesreplied steadily.

"Duke Roger isnt acardessman,” Alannasaid bitterly. "I have only what I've seen and what | think."
She got up and poked thefire, her jaw tight with anger.

"Y ou hate Roger, don't you?' Myles asked quietly. He poured them each a glass of wine.

Alanna paused, thinking. "If hate iswanting to crush someone because you know they're evil, then yes—I
hate the Duke of Conte."

Myles grasped her by the shoulders. "Be careful. He'stoo powerful to anger. You could easily be the one
to die, and no one would know he wasto blame. He can do it. Y ou know he can. And if you're out of
the way, who will keep him away from Jonathan? He's afraid of you, or he wouldn't have risked
exposure to make afriend out of you." Alannagrinned. Myles had just given her anidea. | think | know
someone e hemight fear.”

DON'T besuch aninny,” Alex urged as Alanna struggled with the skates.
"Surely you ice-skated a Trebond.”

"Not sncel waslittle," Alannareplied curtly, eying the frozen surface before her. Gary and Raoul were
racing their squires while Jonathan hel ped Cythera of Elden to her feet. Another of the Queen'sladies,
Gwynnen, was laughing merrily as she performed figure-eights under the January sun.

How had she let herself walk into astupid bet with Alex? She hadn't ice-skated since the time shefdl in
when shewas just five. But everyone had called her chicken, and Jonathan had looked at her with
"Please?" in hiseyes, and Alex had bet her ten gold nobles she couldn't get around the pond once without
faling. Her nobl€'s pride couldn't refuse such achalenge, even though she had been wary of Alex ever
since the mock duel when he had nearly killed her.



Her friends applauded as she tottered out onto the ice, Faithful yowling encouragement from the land. He
had indgsted on coming, dthough—Ilike any sane cat—he hated water, frozen or not. Alannatried afew
steps, relieved to find the ice was firm beneath her. Getting alittle bolder, she skated severd fest,
stopping only to retie askate lace.

Without warning Geoffrey and Sacherell siwept up behind her and seized her by both arms, taking off
with her down the pond's length. Alannalaughed and ordered them to let her go, knowing they wouldn't
drop her. Raoul's squire was the best skater in the palace, and Geoffrey was quite good for someone
born and reared in Persopalis. Grinning, they deposited her in front of Alex.

"WeI?' Theyoung knight grinned, pointing totheice. "A bet'sabet!"

Alanna st off doggedly around the edge of the pond, her legs pumping steadily. Once she got into the
rhythm of it, she had only to watch for bumps and rough spotsin theice. Thisismore fun than |
remembered, she thought, reaching the far end of the pond, many yards away from her friends. Perhaps
| should skate more!

At thisend of the pond there were several clumps of reeds. She gave them awide berth, remembering
that ice was weaker in such areas. Only athird of the way remained to go when the ice gave way
beneath her. Shefdl into bone-cold water like astone, biting back a scream of fright. It had happened
just thisway when she was five, with the skates pulling her down. She fought to get them off her feet,
holding her breath and cursing the fear of cold that made her wear so many clothes. There! The skates
were off her feet, and she was plowing toward the surface again. Her lungs were bursting. Terror rose
up, choking her. Sheforced hersdf to think, knowing that if she panicked now she would be dead.
Surely theair wasjust above her. . . .

Her hands contacted ice. She groped, trying to find the hole through which she had come; but it was
useless. Shivering heplesdy in the water, shefelt for the ember-stone. Shedidn't even redizeit wasin her
numb hand until itsfire blazed out, and a hole melted in theice above her head. She shot to the surface,
inhaing ahuge gasp of air, before her sodden clothes pulled her under.

Once more, shethought grimly, and she forced hersdlf to the surface again. Thistime strong hands
gripped both her arms, and Jon and Raoul pulled her out onto the ice. "Did someone go for help?”
Jonathan asked tensaly as he pulled off her jacket. " Get he—get his outer things off."

"Thegirlswent,” Gary replied, tugging off Alannas mittens. "Mithros, Alan, you gave us a—Faithful, get
away from therel™

Alannatried to turn her head. "What's he doing?" she gasped.

Raoul frowned as he tugged off her remaining boot. "He'slicking theice. Cmon, Alan, |et's get you onto
dry land."

Alannaenjoyed the unique sensation of being carried by someone who handled her asif shewerea
kitten. "Licking theice?" she asked deepily.

"I'll beright there," Jonathan said. He and Alex skated over to the cat. "Come on, Faithful," heingtructed
gernly. "Youll worry Alan."

Alex was shaking hishead. "I don't understand. This pond's been frozen solid for weeks. How—"



"Why do animaslick ice?' Jon asked, hisvoice odd. Carefully he knelt beside Faithful, keeping an eye
on the wide hole in the ice where Alanna had gone through. He rubbed his ungloved hand near the hole
and tasted. " Someone threw salt on this part of theice," he announced dowly. "Look how it's pitted and
marked right here.”

"Murder," Alex whispered, looking more closdy. "But which of usisamurderer'starget? Could it be just
avery bad idea of ajoke?"

"I'm not laughing,” Jonathan commented drily. "Areyou?"

ONCE she had recovered from her icy dunking, Alanna decided to take action. She sent averbal
message, not daring to trust her thoughtsto aletter, to Thom through George. She needed her brother's
help. Only Roger could have been behind the mishap on the duckpond, and she knew she wanted no
more such "mishaps’ happening to her. She dso found it interesting that Alex had been there.

Weekswent by without an answer and without the messenger's return. George findly sent out search
parties, and in March Alanna had an answer—of sorts.

"My messenger wasdain,” Georgetold her. "Five arrowsin hisback, al poisoned. Someone was takin'
no chances."

Alannafrowned. "I'll haveto go mysdf," she said worriedly. "Not now, the mountain passes are snowed
in. And Jonathan needs me."

George forced her to look at him. "Y ourein love with Jon, aren't you?' he asked softly. "And me ablind
fool not to have seen it before.”

Alannashook him off. "I don't know what loveis,” she said uncomfortably. "At least, not the kind you're
talking about—the forever kind."

George laughed and shook his head. "Lass, when will you learn to see what's before your nose?!

Alannareached up and tweaked George's own nose. "When | have something to see," sheteased. "So
stop trying to make me see something that isn't there.”

George smiled. "Y ou're a stubborn youngling,” hetold her. "It's one of your charms. And if you're
plannin’ any rideto the City of the Gods, I'm goin' with you." He silenced her protest by putting alarge
hand over her mouth. "Didn't you hear me before? Five poison-tipped arrowsin my man, and it'saswell
for you he carried amessage rather than aletter. He was searched, histhings spread al over the snow.
It's good welve had a cold winter—everything was frozen just asit was when they killed him. So, miss,
likeit or no, I go with you when you visit your brother.”

Alannamade aface and kept quiet. When the time came, she would get away without George. She
could take care of hersdlf!

JONATHAN did not want her to go, but Alannarode for the City of the Godsin early April, leaving
Faithful with strict indructions to weatch the Prince and to get Mylesif anything happened. Saddling



Moonlight before dawn, she dipped out of the palace. Few people—no rogues—were up and about in
the city. She thought she had fooled George, since she had given no one more than haf aday's warning
of her departure. She waswrong. The thief waswaiting for her at the gates, dressed for riding and
mounted on a sturdy bay.

"Jonathan told you," Alannaaccused her friend.

"No. Stefan keeps messenger-birds. I've got you under tight watch, youngling, and it'swell for you that |
do."

Since there was nothing she could do, Alannalaughed and fell in beside George. Would she ever be able
to outwit him?

Theride north was agood one. George was witty and entertaining; he had some wonderful storiesto tell.
They stopped at Trebond for anight. Coram was shocked to see the company Alannakept and read her
agtrong lecture, but Alanna shrugged it off. Instead she spent time with the young man Coram was
training as his replacement; he was a nice fellow, with asmal family and some education. Alannaknew
when she was done talking to him that he would serve her asfaithfully as Coram did. Plans were made
for Coram to come to the palace in November, in order to be there when Alanna underwent the Ordedl.

Alannaand George rode on to the City of the Gods. Alanna sighed wearily when they findly arrived
before the City's great walls. Grey mountains bare of dmost any greenery stretched for leagues around,
meaking for adull, tiring ride.

"How can Thom livein such a cursed ugly place?’ she asked George. "1'd go mad if | had to look &t this
dl thetime"

"He probably doesn't notice,” her friend replied. "Most scholarsdon't.”

The warrior-priests who manned the gates showed them to the Mithran Cloisters. Asthey passed the
Convent of the Mother of Mountains, Alanna shuddered. She had dmost spent six years behind those
walls. Now, more than ever, she appreciated her escape!

An orange-robed initiate admitted them to the Cloisters; novicestook their horses. An ancient yellow
man in the black-and-gold robes of a master tottered out to greet them. "We are honored to have you
among us, Squire Alan, Free-man Cooper,” he said. "I am Si-cham, Chief of the Masters here.”
Alannabowed very low; as a sorcerer, Si-cham would be nearly as powerful as Duke Roger. Asa
priest, he was the head of the Cult of Mithrosfor all the Eastern Lands. "We would be honored if you
would join usfor our evening med," thisfriendly old man went on. "We get little news of the world."
"We'd be honored to come,” George said.

"Excdlent, excellent. Follow me, if you please. | do not believe Adept Thom is expecting you?"

Alannaamiled grimly. "l wanted to surprise him.”

Si-cham looked sharply at her before knocking on one of the many doorslining along halway. "Do you
think much surprises Adept Thom?"

Before Alanna could answer such an astonishing question, Thom opened the door. He was bearded,



taller—older. He hugged Alannawith enthusiasm, crying, "Brother Dear!" Seeing Alannas companion,
Thom widened hisviolet eyes. "Not—George Cooper?' He grinned.

"The same," George replied, extending his hand. "1've heard athing or two about you mysdif.”

"Surely some of it was good,” Thom quipped, shaking the offered hand. Helooked at Master Si-cham as
Alannadazedly redized, He knew we were coming. He wasn't surprised at all.

"Their things have been taken to the guest'swing." The Master's voice, warm and friendly amoment ago,
was suddenly chilly. "And they have accepted an invitation to take the evening mea with us”

Thom lifted a Single coppery eyebrow. "Oh?" he asked, hisvoicetoo sweet. "Then | will havetojoin
you—won't [?"

"It will beachange." The old man's voice was as dry as autumn leaves. "1 will leave you to talk now." He
hurried away down the long hall.

Alannawas confused. "I don't get it. He was very friendly amoment ago.”

"They've been angry with me ever since | stopped playing theidiot and passed the written examinations
for Magtery. Comein; st down. Wine?' Thom rang abell, and a servant in the white robe of anovice
camein. He gave the boy orders, pretending not to notice that Alannaand George were staring at him.
When the novice was gone, Alanna sat down hard. Most would-be Masters did not even try for that title
until they wereat least thirty.

"Y ou passed the written examinationsfor Mastery?' Her voice emerged from her throat in a squeak.

"Two weeks ago. It was easer than you think."” Thom shrugged, motioning George to take the chair
besde Alannawhile he sat in thethird. "All that's |eft are the spoken examinations and the Ordedl of

Sorcery."
"Youcdl that all 7" Alannademanded weskly.

Thom laughed at her shock. "I was ready for this more than ayear ago. And now they can't wait for me
to finish and get out of here. | make them nervous.”

Thewine came. Alannadrank hersin one gulp and poured another glass while George told Thom about
their ride to the City of the Gods. When Alannawas camer, Thom turned back to her.

"Now. What brings you two to me the moment the passes are clear? Or rather, Sster, what brings you? |
believe | guess correctly when | say George cameto protect you.”

George smiled and sipped hiswine. "Truth to tell, | camefor theride. Surely you know that Alannacan
take care of hersdf."

Thom smiled crudly. "Y ou cameto protect her from acertain smiling gentleman,” he said. "Or did you
think | had forgotten him? He hasn't forgotten me. There are two people watching me here.”

"It'sjust aswdl you're getting your Mastery, then, isn't it?" Alannashrugged. If Thom could be
matter-of-fact about it, so could she. "I need you at the paace."



"Do you indeed?'

"Don' take that arch tone with me, brother,” she said tartly. "I used to duck you in the fishpond. I'll try to
doit againif you make meangry. Thisistoo important.”

Thom laughed. "So serioud! All right, what's the problem?”

They talked until the bells called them to the evening medl, and then they talked again until very late.
Alannawanted Thom in the pal ace to watch over Jonathan when sheleft. Thom did not refuse; he
wanted to livewd| a Court for awhile. With the most important question settled, Alannaand George
told Thom everything they knew or suspected about Duke Roger. Alanna had the only surprisefor either
man as she explained about the ember-stone. She finished telling her brother about the tests she had
performed on the charm and sat back, yawning tiredly. She could remember the watch had called
midnight, but that had been at least an hour ago.

George shook hishead, smiling ruefully. "Have you any more surprisesfor me, then?' he asked gently.

"Don't beslly," shereplied. "l would'vetold you before, but the time was never right. It's not something |
think 1 should talk much about.”

Thom stood and looked down at her. "One of the gods themsalves," he remarked softly. "What |
wouldn't give to have been there with you.”

"I wish you had been with me," Alannasaid frankly. "l was scared to death. Except maybe she wouldn't
have talked to meif you'd been there.”

Thom dretched out hishand. "Let me seeit.” Her eyeson her twin's, Alannadowly pulled the chain over
her head. The ember-stone sivung in the air, itsinner fire burning. Thom took it, holding it up before his
eyes. "Doesthe glow give you away a night?' he asked absent-mindedly. Alannacould see hismind
wasn't on her, but on the problems and questions posed by the Goddess's token. Thiswas Thom's other
face, his scholar's face, the one he wore when he was tracking down some ancient spell in rotting scrolls
and half-burned books.

"No," shereplied, feding alittle forlorn. Thiswas a place her twin went where she couldn't follow. "It
burnsinsde, but it doesn't burn, if you know what | mean.”

George, seeing the loneliness on her face, siood behind her, rubbing her shoulders. She smiled up a him
gratefully. Was there anything that George didn't understand about her?

"Fascinating," Thom whispered. Suddenly hisface tightened. He threw the charm into the air and pointed
at it, shouting aword neither Alannanor George knew. There was a great, soundless explosion. The
room rocked, and Alanna grabbed George to keep him from fdling. All around the Cloisters lamps flared
up and men shouted questions. Alannaglared a Thom. Shrugging, her brother handed back the
ember-stone. The chain was gone; asmall bead of molten gold clung to the sone's crystal exterior. "No
damage," Thom reassured her.

Alannagot her wind back. "No damage!" sheydled furioudy. "What did you do to it?"

"He used aword of Command,” said adry voice from the doorway. Si-cham, wearing acrumpled
dressing gown over his deeping robe, stood there. "Isthe thing of immorta origin?”



Wordlessy Alanna handed the ember-stone over, mentaly promising to get Thom for putting her inthis
position. The yellow man examined the stone for amoment before handing it back. "He Commanded it to
give up itssecrets” the Master explained. "Only athing made by theimmortals could resst such a
Command, as| seethishas. Y ou shouldn't give your brother such dangeroustoysto play with, Squire
Alan." Si-cham glanced at Thom. "I suppose you redlize you've disrupted anumber of very ddicate spells
some of the Masters have been working on. It will take many of them weeksto repair the damage.”

Thom shrugged. "It was necessary," he said coally. "'l had to learn how powerful it was."

"l see" S-cham'ssmilewas smdl and grim. "Very well. To teach you the virtues of warning your fellow
scholars when you are about to play with the basic forces of Nature, your Orded of Sorcery shall beto
st to rightsthe work you destroyed tonight.” The ancient Master nodded to Alanna. "Until tomorrow
morning, Squire Alan."

Alannaturned to her brother when the door closed behind Si-cham. "Couldn't you make friends with
them?' shewanted to know. "I like Master S-cham. And the others—"

Thom shook hishead. "They're afraid of me because I'm better than they are. They'd hate me eveniif |
went out of my way to be good to them; and I'm certainly not going to do that.”

Alannafrowned, worried. "Y ou're going to be very londy," she said frankly.
Thom laughed. "I have the Gift. That's enough for me."

"I wonder. It doesn't seem asif it would be enough.” She remembered what the Goddess had said about
learning to love. Thom would have alonely life without love or friendship. She at least had friends. Wasit
possible she had learned to love, aswell?

They spent another day in the Cloisters, talking to others while Thom studied and conferring further with
Thom. When Alannaand George | eft at dawn the next day, Alannaknew that her powerful brother
would soon cometo help her protect Jonathan. That at least she looked forward to; it would take a great
burden off her shoulders.

They rodefor hdf aday in slence, Alannathinking about Thom. George waited to break the silence until
they halted for the noon medl.

"Your brother isan interestin’ fellow.”
Alannalaughed shortly. "That heis"

"Hell be powerful protection for Jon. Y ou can go adventurin' without another thought.” Alannanodded.
George watched her for amoment before adding, "Was he always so proud?”

Alannaraised miserable eyesto her friend. "I don't know," she admitted. "I don't think so. He was
different when we went home to bury our father. | could see then he wasturning hard. | suppose that as
powerful asheis, he has every right to be proud. Not everyone can harness so much magic. | never
tried; | was afraid to."

"A wisekind of fear," George pointed out. "Besides, what would you be—afinewarrior and a great
sorcerer?'



"It'snot that,” Alanna protested, realizing George thought she might be alittle jealous. "It's that he seems
s0 lonely. And he doesn't evenredizeit.”

Georgeraised hiseyebrows. "Do | beieve my ears? Alannathe Heartlesstalkin' for love instead of
agang it?'

"Don't tease, George. HEs my brother, | lovehim.”

"He knowsthat," George said, hugging her around the shoulders. "And | know | for one envy him. Now,
eat up. Weve along ride home."

THIStimethey did not stop at Trebond. They rode past Trebond Way, Alanna stopping only for a
moment to look toward her home. More and more the palace felt like home to her, and Trebond was
only aplace on the map.

It was sunset the day after they passed Trebond, and they till had afew leaguesto go before reaching
the next wayhouse. It was George who sensed trouble, pulling hisbay up short. Hisnogtrilsflared, asif
he were sniffing thewind.

"Unless my city-bred nose betrays me—" He broke off with acry of pain: an ugly black arrow sprouted
from his collar bone. Men were pouring out of the trees, surrounding them. "Ride on!" cried George
between gritted teeth.

Moonlight reared, flailing with her hooves at the two ruffianswho tried to grab her reins. George yanked
adagger from its sheath and hurled it into aman'sthroat. "Ride!" he yelled asfour more swarmed down
upon them.

"No!" Alannacried fiercely. She rode Moonlight straight at aman who was putting an arrow to his bow.
The mare trampled him ruthlesdy as Alannadrew Lightning, dashing at athird attacker.

George drew his own sword to kill the man who was trying to pull him from his saddle. Hisface was
pale, and Alannaremembered with horror that the first messenger to Thom had been dain with poisoned
arrows. With ayell of fury she cut down two men who weretrying to herd her away from George.
Whedling Moonlight, she saw George fling his second dagger into an attacker's shoulder. George pulled
his bay to ahdt, hisface white in the gathering darkness. "Never mind me," he gasped, "the arrow's not
poisoned. Find out from that one what you can!" He pointed to the man he had just wounded, the only
attacker dtill standing. Alannacut the killer off as hetried to run, kicking him down before she
dismounted. Furious, she leveled her sword at the man'sthroat. He stared at her, trying to inch away.

"Hold gl Alannaydled, her voice cracking with rage. Thisanima and hisfriends had hurt George!
"Who sent you? Who!"

"You weren't to be hurt," the ruffian babbled, his eyeswide with terror. “*1 want the boy alive,' we was
told, and him never sayin' you was akiller, and the man, too! They'll be easy game. Jest bring the boy an’
kill the man an' therésgold init for you.' That's what we was told—"

"Who told you?' Alannaroared. The man opened his mouth and tried to speak.

He made little choking noises as large beads of sweat rolled off hisface. Suddenly he turned pale and



screamed, clawing at invisible hands on histhroat. His eyesrolled up and he collapsed—dead. Quickly
Alannafumbled for the ember-stone under her clothing. She gripped it, and ingtantly saw traces of orange
fire vanishing from the man's body.

"Sorcery,” shewhispered. She turned to ook at George. Her friend was swaying in his saddle. There
was no time to waste. Alanna grabbed alength of rope from her saddlebags and tied Georgeto his
horse's back. Mounting Moonlight, she gave the man her brandy flask while she examined hiswound.
The shaft had passed through the muscle of George's shoulder; the arrowhead stood clear of his back.
Steding hersdlf, Alannacut the arrow feathers away and pulled the shaft through the wound. The thief
fainted againgt her as she worked, and she could only be thankful. Leaning George forward on his horse,
Alannatook the other animal'sreins and st off into the night.

It seemed like forever came and went before they reached the wayhouse. Once there, Alanna snapped
ordersto the hostlers, watching anxioudy asthey drew George off his horse's back and carried him
ingde. She brushed aside the innwife's offer to send for aheder, explaining briefly that shewasaheder
herself. A room was quickly prepared for them, and amaid fetched brandy, boiling water and clean linen
for bandages. Alannaworked to clean and bind up the wound, putting her most powerful healing magic
onit. Then, exhausted by the fight and the magic, she watched George late into the night. She didn't like
his color. Hed lost so much blood. . . .

"Don't dieon me," she whigpered when the clock struck midnight and he still had not moved. "It'sonly a
little shoulder wound. Goddess, George—don't die on me."

Hiseyesflickered open and he smiled. "I didn't know you cared,” he whispered. "And why insult me?|
won't diefor aweenick likethis; I've had worsein my day.”

Alannawiped her wet cheeks. "Of course | care, you unprincipled pickpocket!" she whispered. " Of
coursel care."

FAITHFUL woke Alanna shortly after dawn on her eighteenth birthday. Wake up and get dressed, the
cat told her. You don't want the surprise they've planned to be a surprise for them as well as for
you. Jonathan saysto hurry!

Alannawas tucking her shirt into her breeches when the Prince rapped on her door. "Are you decent,
Squire?' he demanded.

Alannayanked the door open. "I'm aways decent, overlord,” shereplied. Then she saw that Gary, Raoul
and Alex werewith him. "Isn't it alittle early for this?' she asked plaintively.

They filed into her room, each carrying abulky package.
"That'sdl right, grouch,” Gary said, thumping her shoulder. "Happy birthday."

The young men piled their packages onto the bed, then turned to look at Jonathan. He glared back at
them. "I thought Raoul wasgoing totell Alan.”

"You talk better than | do," Raoul said.

"What they'retrying not to tell you," Gary said patiently, "isthat we discussed it, and we decided our



hero-to-be should be properly outfitted.” He gestured to the packages on the bed. "The giftsarefrom all
of us, and Thelr Mgesties, and my father, un—Duke Baird, Douglass, Geoffrey, Sacherdll—did | forget
anyone?'

"] don't think s0," Alex said.

"Myles said hewas damned if he would get up at this hour, but if you went down to the stables, you'd
find something from him," Raoul added.

Jonathan handed Alannathe largest, heaviest package. "Go on," he urged when shesmply Stared &t it.
"It'sfor you."

The package contained the lightest mail shirt Alannahad ever handled, washed with gold. The other
packages held a gold-washed helmet, abelt made of gold wire picked out with amethysts, soft kid riding
gloves, agold-trimmed sheeth for Lightning and a matching dagger, and gold-washed mail leggingsto
match the shirt. Alanna.opened dl of the gifts slently. The smallest package, from her "Cousin George,”
contained ablack opal ring set in pale gold.

Shelooked at them, awed and frightened by this show of affection. "I—I don't know what to say."
"Don't say anything," Jonathan advised. "Go take alook at Moonlight.”

Myless gift was acomplete outfitting for the mare, made of well-worked leather trimmed with gold.
Moonlight voiced her pleasure with a high-pitched whinny, while Faithful sat in aspecia cup for him
attached to the saddle, purring with contentment. Alannahad to cry with happiness, but she hid her face
in Moonlight's mane. No one noticed.

No one would accept her thanks, either. The other young men ordered her to be quiet, or, if she had to
express gppreciation, to do so by teaching them the words to the bawdy songs she had learned from the
men of Fort Drell.

"Why are you so confused?' Jonathan asked her late that night. "Can't you see we dl love you and want
you to succeed—even if youingst on leaving us?'

"They'll hate me more than ever when they find out the truth,” Alannasaid miserably.
"Nonsense. And haven't you thought that some of them may have guessed by now?’
Alannalooked at her friend and lover. "Myles," she whispered. "I'll bet he knows."

Jonathan decided not to say anything about the very odd conversation he had had with Myles the day
after the Tusaine kidnapped Alanna. "Why not ask him?' hereplied instead.

Alannawas thinking about thiswhen she remembered something else. "' Jonathan, | have to have two
knightsto ingtruct me in the Code of Chivary whilel take the purifying bath, before the Orded. What am
| going to do?"

"l suggest you tell Cousin Gary." Jonathan yawned, falling onto his bed. "Hell think it'sawonderful joke.
And | think we can ingtruct you in the Code after you bathe.”

Alannagrinned, lying down beside him. "Y ou just don't want Gary to see me bare.”



"You'reright, | don't! Do you?' Jonathan asked suspicioudy, looking her in the eyes. When Alannaonly
giggled, Jonathan repested, "Do you?'

"Y ou're very jedous for someone who isn't serious about me." She grinned.

Jonathan made her ook a him. "l am serious, in my way," he said quietly. "But if | talked of loveto you,
youd run off."

"Don't, Jonathan, please," she whispered.
"Seewhat | mean?' He yawned again. "Relax. | certainly can't talk about marriage in any case—"
"l don't want to talk about marriagel” she cried. "I don't want you talk about love, e—"

Jonathan slenced her with ahand over her mouth. "I love you, Alanng," he said firmly. "Ignoreit if you
want, but | do love you." He pulled the covers over them. "Now go to deep.”

Alannalay awakefor along time, wishing he hadn't said it, and glad that he had. She was going away
when she became aknight. Nothing could change that. He would have to make amarriage that would be
good for the kingdom. Nothing could change that, either. And yet—

She thought he was adeep. "'l love you, Jonathan," she whispered.

A long arm snaked around her, and he pulled her againgt hisside. "1 know," he said. "'l just wanted to be
sureyou knew it, too."

9: The Orded

SOON after her birthday, Alannaand Gary went for aday's ride in the Royd Forest. Jonathan watched
them leave, knowing what Alannawanted to discuss with his big cousin. He was nervous, and he
wondered how Alanna, with so much more at stake, felt.

"Whatever's on your mind, you may aswell say it now and get it over with," Gary advised after they had
beenriding in slencefor an hour. "It must be pretty important.”

Alannawiped asprinkling of sweat off her upper lip. "Itis," she admitted. "Gary, hasit—hasit ever
occurred to you that | might not be the person | seem to be?’

He shrugged. "'l know you've had abig secret ever sncel first met you," he admitted. "'l dwaysfigured
youd tell mewhat it was, eventudly.”

Alannadrew adeep breath. "I'm agirl," she sad bluntly. "My—my red nameis Alanna. | comefrom
Trebond, and Lord Thom redlly ismy twin brother.”

Gary drew his horse up abruptly, staring at her. "That's not funny!"

Alannadrew her gaze off the back of Moonlight's neck, where she had fixed it. " Of courseit's not funny;
it'sthe truth!”



"Where are your breasts?' he demanded. Alannablushed. "I bind them flat with aspecid corset | wear."

"But when you bathe—" Gary stopped and whistled. "None of us have ever seen you bathe. Or swim,
for that matter!"

"That'sright."”
Gary tugged his mustache, deep in thought. "Who else knows?" he asked softly.

Alannaswallowed hard. He didn't seem to be angry. " Jonathan. George and Mistress Cooper. Coram,
my brother Thom. The hedling woman at Trebond. Faithful." She petted the cat riding in his specia cup
on Moonlight's saddle.

For several long moments she could only hear the birds and the forest animals around them. Gary'sface
was unreadable, but knowing him as she did, she guessed he was puitting together all the odds and ends
that had puzzled him about her through the years. Suddenly a broad smile broke across Gary's face, and
his eyes crinkled up with merriment. "Oh, | can't wait to see their faces!" he whooped as he burgt into
laughter.

"Anyonein particular?' Alannawanted to know, puzzled by his amusement. Jonathan had said Gary
would react thisway, but it hadn't seemed possibleto her.

"Everyone," the knight gasped, wiping his streaming eyes. " Jus—everyone!"

He continued to laugh asthey rode and talked, Alannaexplaining everything to him (with the exception of
the love she shared with Jonathan). He was amused and ddlighted about al of it, and happy to be
involved.

"Of course I'll ingtruct when you take the Sacramenta Bath. 1'd beinsulted if you asked anyone ese," he
informed her over their picnic lunch. "Wait aminute! Y our squire—have you picked anyone?!

Alannashook her head. "'l talked it over with your father, and he agreed that it would be awaste of time
for meto pick someonewhen | plan to leaveright after Midwinter."

"Right after you tdll them who you are, you mean.”
Alannanodded. "A squire couldn't go with mein any case, even if the truth weren't to come out.”

Gary cocked an eyebrow at her. " Surely you don't think they'll be glad to berid of you when they find
out the truth.”

"Won't they?"

Duke Gareth's son was no foal. "Somewill," he said findly. "Those who don't know you well dmost
certainly will fed that way. But your friends?1 think you're being too harsh on them.” He sprang up,
helping her pack their saddlebags once again. "Oh, | can't wait!"

Jon was rdlieved, and jealous, when he saw Alannaand Gary that night a dinner, smiling and relaxed.
They quickly told him what happened. It gave dl three of them something to talk about—and laugh over
in secret—during the long summer. Those talks were good for Alanna. So used to seeing her



masquerade as alife-or-death matter, she had never learned to laugh about it. Gary, Jonathan and
George proceeded to teach her, and she gathered new insights about what she had done and about those
closest to her from them. Somehow the prospect of telling the truth seemed lessterrifying as aresult.

To everyone who knew her, Alanna seemed to change in the months between her eighteenth birthday
and Midwinter Festival. Shewas Hill attentive in her classes, performing her duties perfectly, but it was
obvious her thoughts were €l sewhere. She often sneaked into the city in disguise, going to the Temple of
the Great M other Goddess to meditate. She had a good many things to ponder—Jon, George, Thom,
Duke Roger, the proper timeto tell the King and Queen the truth—but chief on her mind wastheiron
door of the Chamber of the Orded. What she feared there, or why, she was never quite certain. She
only knew that for thefirst timein her life she wished she could grab Time and hold onto it, keeping it
from going forward. Even the thought that she might passthe Ordedl and leave on her adventures gave
her no pleasure. She had learned to love the palace and the people who lived there and she knew she
would missthem. In fact, shewas no longer positive that she wanted to go.

"So don't leave," Myles advised when she mentioned it to him. "Most young knights fight in the service of
the Realm after they get their shields. Certainly Duke Gareth and His Mg esty will be more than happy to
have you gay."

Alannashook her head. The only thing she still looked forward to wasthe relief of telling everyone who
shewas.

She got up and hugged her shaggy friend impulsively. "'l love you, Myles," she whispered, blinking back
tears. "I'll come back often, | promise.”

Myles patted her back gently and offered her his handkerchief. "I know you will. I may not know much,
but that | do know."

GEORGE watched her pace his chambers, his hazel eyes unreadable. Y ou're only wearin' yoursdlf out,”
he pointed out practicaly. "How will you be stayin' awake dl night if you tire yoursdlf in the afternoon?’

Alannawiped her hand over her swegting face. "I don't think I've ever been thisscared in my life,
George."

"Not when you fought the Y sandir? Or when you almost drowned while skating?' She shook her head,
fingering the ember at her throat. "Not when you faced Dain, or the Tusaine knights attackin' you?"

"No. Don't you see? | could fight them. Dedling with something | can't see, something | know nothing
about—" Alannaboosted Faithful up to her shoulder and went over to the window, Staring out at the city.
"I can't do anything except let it happen. That—that isn't theway | do things, George. Y ou of dl people
should know that."

"Here." Thethief pressed aglass of brandy into her hand, sipping from one he had poured himsdlf. "I've
been keepin' this bottle by specia. And what's more specia than now, the day before your Ordeal?
Drink up, lass"

Alannaobeyed, savoring the brandy'srich taste. "Thisisredly good!" she gpproved. "Normdly | just
drink this stuff to clear my head, but—thisis quite pleasant. Y ou didn't sedl it, did you?' she demanded,
assuspicious asever.



Faithful jumped down from her shoulder as George laughed outright. "Would | serve you or Jon stolen
goods?' he asked. "No, don't answer me. Look. Theresthe tax stamp on it, as clear asday. Vintages
like this are better than gold, and better watched."

Alannayawned. "It'snot that | don't trust you, George." She yawned again, and again. "So deepy ..."
She looked at her friend through rapidly-closing eyes. ™Y ou—you drugged it!" she accused.

George caught her as she sagged, her eydidsfluttering shut. "Did you redly think I'd let you fret yourself
sck, with such an important night ahead of you?' he asked softly. Alanna muttered and stirred, sound
adeep. George scooped her up and carried her into his bedroom, placing her gently on hisbed. "Y ou
knew," he commented to Faithful asthe cat leaped up beside Alanna. "Why didn't you warn her | was
puttin’ alittle extrain the brandy?"

The cat switched histail. Cover her up well, he advised George. She gets cold easily.

Thethief laughed and obeyed before joining Gary, Raoul and Jonathan downdairs.

GEORGE returned Alannato the paace just after sunset, where theritual of Midwinter and of the
Orded caught her up at last, leaving her only enough time to worry about doing everything properly. She
atelightly; if Myles hadn't sood over her for every hite, she would have esten nothing at al. Then she
changed into the white garments she would wesar in the Chamber of the Ordeal. Shortly after the eighth
hour was cried, Jonathan and Gary came to escort her to the baths.

As Alannasplashed in the unhested water, her friendswaited in anearby chamber, talking quietly.
"l wish thiswas over," Jonathan announced, listening to Alanna

Gary looked at Jonathan's face and poured his cousin aglass of wine. "Relax, will you? We survived the
Orded."

"Bardly." Jonathan drained hisglass.

"Barely, perhaps, but we survived. Shewill, too. And remember this. were taught that the magic of the
Chamber can't be influenced by anything. When she passes the Ordeal, no one will be ableto say she
didn't earn her shield, whether shesagirl or not."

Alannaemerged from the bath, dried and dressed. She was alittle pale, Gary noticed, but otherwise
cam. "Areyou prepared to be ingtructed?' he asked formdly.

Alannalicked dry lips. Thiswaswhereit began. "1 am," she whispered.

"If you survive the Orded of Knighthood," Jonathan said, using the words required by theritud, "you will
be aKnight of the Realm. Y ou will be sworn to protect those weaker than you, to obey your overlord, to
livein away that honors your kingdom and your gods.”

"To wear the shidd of aknight isan important thing,” Gary went on. "It meansyou may not ignore acry
for help. It means that rich and poor, young and old, mae and female may look to you for rescue, and
you cannot deny them”



"Y ou are bound to uphold the law," Jonathan said. ™Y ou may not look away from wrongdoing. Y ou may
not help anyoneto break the law of the land, and you must prevent the bresking of thelaw at dl times, in
al cass™

"Y ou are bound to your honor and your word,” Gary reminded her. "Act in such away that when you
face the Dark God you need not be ashamed.”

"Y ou have learned the laws of Chivalry," Jonathan continued. "Keep them in your heart. Usethem as
your guideswhen things are their darkest. They will not fal you if you interpret them with humanity and
kindness. A knightisgentle. A knight'sfirst duty isto understand.”

Alannalistened carefully. None of thiswas new, but tonight it had more meaning than it ever had before.
Tonight shewould hold vigil in the chapel outside the Chamber of the Orded—the first step toward
proving hersdf findly worthy of aknight's shield. And tomorrow?

I'll think about tomorrow tomorrow, shetold hersdf firmly.

Gary and Jon took her to the Chapd of the Ordeal, stopping only to remind her that she could not utter a
sound between that point and the time when she stepped out of the Chamber the next day. Gary patted
her on the shoulder, and Jonathan kissed her cheek. Then they were gone, and shewas aonein the
Chapdl, looking at the heavy iron door leading to the Chamber. Four years ago she had knelt here beside
Jonathan, watching his face and wondering what he was thinking. Now it was her turn, and she ill had
no idea of what his thoughts had been that night. Was his heart beating too fast, as hers did now? Had he
been scared? This not being able to talk was hard. There was nothing awould-be knight could do but
think.

After awhile her thoughts drifted. Coram had arrived two nights ago. They had remained up for the
better part of the night while he gave her hislast report as steward of Trebond. Now young Armen had
the dubious joy of that post, and Alanna's old friend was looking forward to being on the road with her.
She was proud that her first teacher had been impressed by how far she had comein four years. Alanna
refused his compliments, pointing out that if she had done well, it was because he had taught her well.
The remainder of the night had been spent poring over maps, deciding where they would go in search of
adventure. Alannasmiled alittle sadly to hersdlf.

Funny, shethought. It used to be | couldn't wait to go. And now that the time to leave is here, |
only want to stay. Why can't | be happy—or at least, why can't | make up my mind?

Where was Thom? He had planned to be at the palace by Midwinter Festival, but so far there was no
sgn of him. Had he forgotten her in pursuit of someweird old spell? In some ways he reminded her of
their father, who had spent much of hislifein ascholarly dream.

She let her thoughts roam. Touching the ember-stone she remembered the dark night she had met the
Great Goddess. Why had the Mother given her the stone? Was it aweapon, or a keep-

She thought of Jonathan. Marrying him wouldn't be so bad, someday, sheredized. Y et that was
impossible; he had to marry for the good of Tortdl. And certainly she didn't want to marry now; she had
too much to do!

Duke Roger. So many strange things had happened over the years that forced her to wonder what he
was doing. And yet she had never pursued her suspicions very fa—why not? Was she smply jealous of



Jonathan's colorful relative and of the hold Roger had over people? Or did she havered causeto think
he meant her princeill? The Goddess had tried to warn her, in avery subtle way. Did the gods want
Alannato confront Roger?

And with what? shethought rebelioudy. | have no proof against him, and no way to obtain proof. |
would lose everything—honor, reputation, friends, perhaps even my life—if | accused Roger
without solid evidence in my hands. | hope the gods don't think I'm that reckless—or that stupid!

Suddenly she blinked. Light was touching the high windows of the Chapel, and dark-robed priests were
filing into the room. One touched her shoulder, pointing to the heavy iron door. It wastimefor the
Ordedl.

Alannagot up tiffly, wincing at the pain in her knees. Where had the night gone? Rubbing her shoulders
and grimacing, she followed the sllent priest to the front of the Chapel. Her attention fixed on the men
unbarring the door of the Chamber, until that was al she saw. Her heart pounding furioudy, her mouth
dry, she did not regdlize that behind her the Chape wasfilling with her friends. Slently the door to the
Chamber of the Ordeal swung open. Swalowing hard, Alannabraced her shoulders and walked inside.
Swiftly the priests closed the door, leaving her in total darkness, just as she had so often dreamed.

She blinked, |etting her eyes get used to the light inside the Chamber. Oddly enough, therewaslight,
although there were no torches or windows. It was ghostly, but it was there. Hope flared up in her heart.
Perhaps shewould be dl right.

Shewasin asmal stoneroom. It was completely bare of furnishings or fixtures. There were no doors or
windows, no way anything could enter, and Alannawas beginning to wonder if thiswere somekind of
jokewhen thefirgt blast of icy wind knocked her to her knees. Alanna hugged hersdlf, her teeth
chattering, her clothes no protection at dl. | wish | was dressed for this, she thought, forcing down the
panic that washed over her whenever she wastoo cold.

The harsh wind whipped through her, forcing her down again every time shetried to stand, numbing her
hands and feet. Alannatried to move about, dapping hersdf to get warm, but the wind pushed her flat
againg the floor, making it most impossible to move. Shefought it with al her strength, her lower lip
gripped between her teeth. She even forgot her fear; the only important thing now wasto stay dive.

Suddenly she heard voices. The wind stopped as abruptly asit began.

The voicesrose, begging Alannato help them, to rescue them from the Dark God. She recognized them:
her father, Big Thor, boyswho had died during the Sweating Sickness, men who werekilled fighting
Tusaine. Tearsrolled down her cheeks; she wanted to help them, but there was just no way that she
could. They belonged to the Dark God now. As much as she hated it, she was helpless.

The voices stopped.

Alannagtood, dowly, feding hersdf tremble. What next?

Something in the corner behind her clicked. Alannaspun and quickly bit her fist to keep from screaming.
She must not cry out! But how was she expected to stay silent when a spider the size of ahorse
advanced on her? She hated spiders!

Backing into acorner, she gritted her teeth together so hard they hurt. The spider came on, clicking
hungrily. It brushed her with along, hairy fordeg. . . .



And then she was drowning, just as she nearly had drowned when she wasfive and again last winter,
when someone salted the ice on the skating pond. Not for thefirst time she wondered if she had been
meant to drown beneath that weakened ice. She could not forget that Alex had been there once again,
and Alex had chalenged her to skate. Odd thoughts to have when you're drowning, | suppose, she
mused as she fought her way up. Her strength was running out, and even the discovery that she couldn't
reach the surface resulted in nothing more than exhausted dismay.

No, shethought. | won't cry out. I'll dieif | have to, but | won't cry out.

The ocean was gone. Alannaknelt on the Chamber floor, taking huge breaths of air as silently asshe
could and wondered what would happen next. Her skin and clothes were completely dry.

Nothing happened. Alannawaited, not quite cringing, afraid that whatever this demon-place threw at her
would be worse than anything that had gone before. Finally she began to pace, rubbing her arms. She
was il very cold. Cold, being helpless againgt desth, spiders, drowning; the Chamber made her live
vividly with everything she most feared. Wasthat what the Orded was about, making would-be knights
facetheir fears?

She sneezed and looked up. The air was humming with power, and a pale blotch was spreading againgt
one stonewall. It wasfilled with colors and shapes, but they did not resolveinto the picture they seemed
to form. Alannanarrowed her eyesto seeif they would come into focus, but the picture remained hazy.
Something told her it was important—even vitd—for her to seethat vison clearly, no matter what the
cost. She strained againgt the haze, reaching out toward the wal. Her hands hit something solid, amost
clothlike, keeping her from the vision. Alannagritted her teeth and gripped the invisble stuff in her hands,
feding fine threads cut into her palms as shetried to tear ahole through which she could see. Swest
poured down her cheeks, and she forgot how cold she was as her fingers found some invisible opening.
She tugged hard, the sinewsin her arms cramping with the effort.

A barrier in front of her—magica or red, she had no way of knowing—gave way, and shefdl forward
onto her knees. The picture on the wall was clear, too clear.

A triumphant, smiling Roger stood beside Jonathan's bed. Alannas Princelay onit, his hands crossed on
his chest, and a crown on his head. Jon was whiter than marble, the white of death. Laughing soundlessly,
Roger took the crown from Jonathan's head and put it on his own.

Alannathrew hersdlf at the picture, opening her mouth to scream. Only at the last moment did she
remember to remain slent; she bit her lip to keep her mouth closed. Her mind continued to scream No!
as she beat her fistisraw on theinvisible wal that kept her away from Duke Roger. At last she dropped
to the floor, tears streaming down her cheeks.

No! shethought, clenching her bruised and bloody hands. It won't happen! | won't let it happen! | will
never et Jonathan die!

Sowly the Chamber door opened. She stumbled out, her hands torn and bloody, her mouth athin, tight
line. Jon and Myles hurried forward to help her out of the Chapdl, Faithful and Coram following. The
Prince put healing save on her hands and bandaged them before the men put her to bed.
Alannalooked at him, her eydlids already heavy. "It won't happen, Jon. | promiseit won't."

Jonathan wiped the sweet-soaked hair away from her forehead. "1 know it won't,” he whispered. "Now,



deep. It'sover.”

"It's not over," she wanted to say, but shewastoo tired. Her eyes shut, and she dept soundly, without
dreams. She had not spoken—or screamed—at al.

THE Ceremony of Knighthood at sunset was brief. The real ceremony, the Ordedl, was over, and this
wasjust aformality. Alannaknelt before the King and gave her oath of fedty, swearing to defend the
crown and Tortdl dl her life. In turn, the King touched his sword to Alannas shoulders and head, saying
gently, "I dub thee Sr Alan, Knight of the Realm of Tortal. Serve honorably and well."

Alannastood. It was strange. She didn't fedl any different, except tired and shaken, but now shewasa
knight.

A dender, red-bearded man stepped out of the crowd, beckoning Coram forward. Thom grinned at his
gartled twin. "Y our Mgesties," he said politely, bowing to the King and Queen, "1 am Thom, Lord of
Trebond, and aMaster of the Mithran Light. | beg leave, by right of my rdationship to Sir Alan, to
present him with hisshield." He gestured toward the large, |eather-covered object Coram bore.

The King inclined his head, refusing to stare at the very young Master as his Court was doing. "Y ou have
theright, Lord Thom."

Thom removed the shield cover, reveding ablack tower on ared field: the Trebond arms. Taking it from
Coram, Alanna settled it on her left arm. It waslight and strong, and she could fed the protecting spells
on it. She bowed to her brother and to the King and Queen, then glanced around, startled by the sound
of cheers. They were cheering her! She shook her head, blushing. They had cheered when Jonathan was
knighted, of course, but thiswas something else. He was the heir, and an heir who was aknight wasfar
more powerful than an heir who wasn't. But she had found aplace in their hearts, and they cheered her
because they loved her.

Thom went with her to her room to put the shield away. He greeted Faithful solemnly as Alanna placed
the shield on her bed in order to look it over. "I thought you weren't going to be here after al,” she
observed, touching the shidd with abandaged hand. "Thisis beautiful.”

"I was held up because | wanted to make it secretly. Watch this." Smiling dightly, he passed his hand
over the shidd'sface. Alannastared asthe black tower faded, leaving instead a great gold cat on itshind

legs.

"What isit?" she asked asthe cat faded and the tower reappeared. Thom hel ped her put the cover on the
shield and hang it in her dressing room with her other arms.

"It'salioness rampant, of course. For when you reved what you really are. Let'sgoto dinner; I'm
darved.”

Alannaled theway to the banquet hdl, thinking. A lioness rampant. | likeiit.

10: To Dud the Sorcerer



THE second feast of the Midwinter Festival had begun, with nearly every noble of Road's Court present.
Thom excused himself to Alannawith awink and went to Sit with Duke Roger, who showed no sign of
bad feeling toward a younger and maybe stronger, sorcerer. Alannawatched them talk for afew
moments before turning her attention to other people there. The Queen had made arare appearance. It
was thefirg time Alannahad seen Jonathan's mother in public since her iliness more than ayear before.
Lianne seemed to be holding her own for awhile, but dowly she turned very pale. From her seat among
the other knights, Alanna could see beads of swesat on Lianne's face, and the Queen'sfingerstrembled as
shetried to raise her wine glass. When she began to cough, Duke Baird rushed to her, hisface tense and
worried.

Remembering her vision in the Chamber of the Ordeal, Alanna grabbed the ember-stone at her throat.
She bit her lower lip; as she had feared, Queen Lianne was glowing afaint but steady orange.

Suddenly Alannawasfilled with the need to act, and to act now. If Roger had placed magic of any kind
on the Queen, there would have to be physica evidence of some kind, somewhere. Even the most
powerful sorcerer had to have areal object asthe focus of histhoughts.

Alannawaited until the feast wasin full swing before excusing hersdlf, promising her friends shewould
only be gone afew moments. Now was the time, while Roger's attention was fully occupied with Thom
and the questions her brother represented. The King would not rise for another hour &t least. Alanna
planned to use that hour.

Feding asif she had gained anew life and asharper way of looking at thingsin the Chamber of the
Ordedl, she hurried back to her chamber. Most of her belongings were packed, since she would be
moving in the morning to her own rooms. Faithful, exiled from the feast, was waiting for her.

You are taking a risk, the cat said as Alanna searched her trunk for the new lock-picks George had
given her. If he catches you, you will be very dead.

"Then he mustn't catch me. Agreed?’ Alannashoved the leather envel ope holding the picksinto her tunic.
"Comeon. You stand guard.”

Faithful trotted aong as she took the back halls that led to Roger's rooms. There must be insanity in my
family, too.

Alannagrinned but did not answer. Roger's suite of rooms was located very conveniently for Alannas
purposes. A smdll flight of stairstwisted up and away from the hall, ending with Roger's outer door.
While Faithful sood guard at the foot of the steps, Alanna set to work, hidden from view by theturnin
thewall.

Carefully sheinserted the firgt pick into thelock. It flared and melted. Alannaquickly dropped it,
swearing silently a her own stupidity. Of course Roger would put guarding-spells on his doors. She eyed
thelock resentfully, deciding what to do next. It would take too long to try aspdll that would lift the
guards, and shewasin ahurry. There was another way. . . .

Placing her bandaged hands on the lock, Alannadrew a deep breath. Fiercely she shoved her magicinto
thelock, literally exploding Roger's spdll. After her eyes cleared from the blinding flash that resulted,
Alannawesrily tried another lock-pick. It took thework of only a second before she heard the tumblers
fdl into place. The door swung open, and she whistled softly for Faithful. The cat ran swiftly insde;
Alannaclosed the door behind them.



There was no point in searching the main rooms. What she was |ooking for would not be here. People
came and went in these rooms every day; Roger wouldn't leave anything important there. In the rear of
the suite, however, was a closed door that led to Roger's workroom. It too was locked.

Using her ember-stone as aguide, Alanna could see orange fire gleaming around the door. She had
expected that. Aswith the front door, she had no time to figure out which spell would lift the guards, even
if sheknew the right spell, which she doubted. The guards on this door would be far more powerful than
those on the main door.

Steding hersdf, Alanna placed her hands againgt the door and thrust her magic out. Thistime she fainted.
Faithful brought her around by licking her nose with hisrough tongue. Seep later, he said.
She sneered elegantly at her pet and opened the sorcerer's door.

All around the room were counters littered with instruments, herbs and books. Alanna glanced at the
books; she knew some of them, and she had heard of others. Most were books on magic. Some she
could not read because they were written in acompletely aien script. She noticed seeing-crystals of
varying sizes and colors: clear, pink and black. One was blood red, and sherefused to touch it. Thelarge
charcoa-burning dishes stood in the center of the room for hest. Instead of torches, Roger used lamps
that burned with abright, unflickering light.

"Do | hear splashing?' she asked Faithful softly. Shelooked around carefully, at last spotting afountain at
the back of the room. Water poured from a spout in thewall, dancing over rocks covered with flowering
moass before faling into adeep basin. Curious at the fountain's existence, Alannawent to look at it more
closdly.

Two things caught her interest: asilvery-white vell that seemed to hold severd objects, and adoall,
immersed in the fountain's basin directly under the waterspout. For amoment Alannawanted to touch
neither bundle nor dall, but her new-found resolution forced her to pick both up. She carried them over
to one of the counters, drawing alamp close to examine her finds.

The doll was awater-worn wax image of the Queen, perfect from the real black hairs on its head to the
duplicate of the Queen'sfavorite gown. The doll had obvioudy been in the water for along time: the
features of its face were barely recognizable and the color had washed from its dress.

Alannaknew this spdll: the sorcerer made an image of hisvictim and placed it in running water.
Depending on the sorcerer's materials and power, and the strength of the water, the one represented by
the doll wasted away quickly or dowly, fading into desth. Duke Roger had used the finest wax money
could buy, and Alanna suspected he had taken the doll out of the fountain from time to time, to make the
Queen'sillness and eventud death seem more naturd.

Her hands trembling, Alanna put the doll aside and looked at the bundle she had aso found. Lifting it less
carefully thistime, she saw the tear in the Sdetoo late. Another tiny doll fell out of the bundle, striking the
table. Alannaydled, her sde suddenly one massive hurt. Biting her fist to keep from making any more
noise, she picked the image up. It was one of her, of course. She examined the bundle closely. The tear
was long and thin, nearly invisble againg the fine-woven silk. Her hands throbbed, and she remembered
how they had felt the morning of her orded, asif shewastrying to tear aholein tightly woven cloth.
Drawing her dagger, she cut the string that held the bundle closed and carefully opened it up on the
table's surface. Figuresthat bore eerie resemblances to the King, Duke Gareth, Myles, the Lord Provost,
and even Jonathan lay revealed before her eyes.



"Of course, " shetold Faithful softly. "Now | understand. He wanted none of usto see what he was up
t0, S0 he put our imagesingde thisveil. We couldn't see; and aslong as men like Duke Gareth or Myles
or the Provost didn't see anything wrong, no one e sefdt they could say anything.”

What are you going to do now? Faithful inquired, twitching histail. You've broken all those silly rules
of Chivalry to get yourself this far. What next?

Alannasmiled grimly a theimages, carefully piling them on top of the vell. "Roger can't be dlowed to go
onthisway," shereplied. "When he comes back tonight, helll know the images are gone; he may even
know | took them. So, if my friendsand | areto survive hisfinding out, 1'd better do something about
Duke Roger of Conte right now."

SHE returned to the banquet hall, the veil and its contentsin her hands. Stopping for amoment to talk to
Myles and Jonathan, she asked them to join her before the King's table. Thom was exchanging stories
with Raoul and Gary, but when he caught his sster's eye, he excused himsdlf and came to stand next to
her. Stedling hersdlf, Alannawalked up to the long tablein front of the two thrones, bowing low to the
King and Queen. Only when she felt Myles, Thom and Jonathan at her back, did she begin to speak.

Great Mother, help me with this, she pleaded silently when Roald acknowledged her. | don't know if
thisis how you wanted me to do this, but it's the only way | know.

"Magesy," she said clearly, making sure everyone could hear her voice, "I have done adishonorable
thing." The great hal was suddenly quiet. Alannadrew a deep breath and went on. "I brokeinto aman's
chamberstonight. | knew thiswas dishonorable, and | did it anyway. What | did waswrong. Whét |
thought to find—what | did find—wasfar worse."

She placed the vell and theimagesinsideit on the table before the King. Lianne cried out in horror,
shrinking away from the little dolls made to represent her, her husband, her son and her brother. The
King and Duke Gareth were pale; the Provost, peering around his neighbor's shoulder, turned red with
fury. Thom reached out curioudy for amoment before remembering it would not be agood ideato
handle those images. There was no reading the emotions either Jonathan or Myles was feding—jperhaps
itwasjust aswell.

Alannalooked at Duke Roger. The sorcerer could see what she had put before his uncle; he was
gripping thearms of his chair with white-knuckled hands.

"Shall | tel them where| found these, your Grace?' Alannachallenged loudly, looking the Duke of Conte
inthe eyes. "Shdl | tell them about the little fountain in your private workroom where the Queen'simage
lay under running water, wasting away little by little? Shal 1—"

"Liar!" Roger snarled. "Mgesty, Sr Alan haslong been jedlous of my influence with you and my cousin
Jonathan. He now seeks to dishonor mein your eyes by showing you these dolls he created and accusing
me of casting such spdlg”

"For what reason?' Alannaasked King Roald. "Why would | wish the Queen harm? Sheisthe mother of
my Prince and my friend. She has been kind to me. | do not gain by harming her, just as| do not gain
from velling the sight of those who could stop me from stedling athrone that isn't mine!"



"Liar!" Roger cried, standing to point an accusing finger a her. "Do you deny that you have the skill to
place such aspdl? Do you deny you have the knowledge, when | taught image-magic to you mysdf?
Y ou planned to kill their Mg esties, so that when Jonathan became King, you would be the most
powerful knight intheream.”

"That isvery interesting.” Myleslooked at Roger, his gentle eyes hard. "Carry that thinking a step further
and suppose the death of Prince Jonathan. Who would gain? | submit, Roger, that you would gain asthe
next King of Tortall."

"Itisaplot agans me!" Roger cried, looking around him. "Mylestriesto turn you dl againg mewhilethis
young man givesfalse evidence!" He stopped, waiting for the King to say something. The only soundin
the banquet hall was the Queen weeping softly into Duke Gareth's shoulder. Roger looked for afriendly
face and found none. His mouth tightened. "I demand my rights. | demand trid by combat, mysdlf against
my accuser." He pointed to Alanna. "If | lie, Sir Alan will win by thewill of the gods. But | say | will win,
because | am innocent!"

The sllence grew as everyone waited for King Roadd's decison. The King picked up theimage of himself,
turning it over in hisfingers. Y ou may have the combat,” he said.

"Asthe accused, | may choosethetime,” Roger said quickly. "Let it be now, before Sir Alan'slies
spread and poison peopl€'s minds against me.”

Alannafdt chilly and very old. She should have known that Roger would want to fight now, while she
was gtill weary and sore from the Ordeal. She looked at her bandaged hands.

"Thistime or any other is of no matter to me," she said, her voice bored. "' believe Duke Roger to be
plotting againgt the lives of my Prince and my friends. The sooner thisis resolved, the sooner they will be
sfe”

"Inone hour," ruled the King. "We mest in the Great Throne Room.”

ALANNA dipped avay and went to her room to change while Faithful watched. Since the rules of
trial-by-combat forbade the wearing of armor, she changed into a soft shirt, breeches and stockings; she
wanted as much freedom of movement as possible. Removing her bandages, she carefully rubbed balm
into her sore hands, thinking, Lucky they aren't stiff. After lightly rebandaging her hands, shetied back
her hair.

Sitting down to clean Lightning, shetold Faithful, "I guess| don't feel so bad about not having spotted
what he was up to. But why tonight? That holein the vell didn't just happen to be there. Comein!” she
caled in answer to the knock on her door.

Jonathan, Myles, Coram and Thom entered the room. Myles|ooked at her wearily. "I suppose you had
your reasons for acting asyou did. I'd like to know what they were."

Alannashook her head. "It'sasif | just broke free of the spell he had usal under. A lot of thingsjust
began to add up: why the fog came up that night | wastaken after he visted me, why the big Tusaine
attack was chiefly aimed at Jonathan's forces, why the Queen never got better. Thom, you must've
thought | was crazy, never following up on the warnings you and George gave me."



Thom shrugged. "1 dways figured you had your reasons.” Jonathan, Myles and Coram looked a him,
and the young Master added, "1've been watched by Duke Roger's men for severd years, ever since
you, Highness, and Alan took the Black City. And George has waylaid Roger's men following Alan any
number of times.”

Coram took over the cleaning of Lightning while Alannabegan to stretch. Her body was tiff from the
Ordeal, and she had seen Roger enough in the fencing courts to know he would not be easy to beat even
if shewerefedling her best. That he was a sorcerer and not atrained knight was balanced by the fact
that, for dl she knew, he was sticking pinsinto anew image of her at that very moment.

Jonathan looked down at Alanna, who was touching her toes. "But you had suspicions,” he pointed ouit.
"Evenif they were vague ones, why didn't you talk to me?"

"I did say something, at the Black City," shetold him frankly. "Y ou said it was nonsense. So | wanted to
have rea proof before | mentioned it again. And every time | made up my mind to do something abot it,
|—I lost interest. | know why now—because he had mein the wraps with you and Myles and the
others—but | il fed ashamed that it happened. Don't you?'

Before Jonathan could say that he did understand, someone &l se knocked on Alannas door. Coram
opened it and admitted a heavily cloaked George.

Jonathan and Myles were clearly astonished by the tall Rogue's presence. " Stefan has messenger-birds,”
Alannatold them. She gave the thief atiny smile before beginning to stretch again. "I'm glad you came.”

George reached down to ruffle her hair with agentle hand. "Do nothing foolish,” he warned her.
"l think Alan's used up hisfoolishnessfor the day,” Thom said acidly.

Alannalooked up, impatient. "The masqueradeis over. Myles, dl these men know, you should, too. I'm
agirl.”

"But | do know," Mylessaid quietly. "Thank you for telling me at last, but | have known for years.”

Timon rapped on the door and opened it. "I've been sent to bring you to the Great Throne Room," he
said unhappily. "Squire—Sir Alan, isit true? About his Grace?!

Alannatugged on her boots. Her mouth was suddenly very dry. "Yes. It'strue.”

"Alanand | will bewith you in amoment,” Jonathan told the others. They took the hint and followed
Timon out into the hall, closing the door behind them. Alannalooked at Jonathan and went into hisarms,

hugging him tightly.

"I'm sorry," she whispered, fighting back tears. "1 know you love him; but | couldn't Iet it go on. Hewas
killing your mother."

Jonathan held her close. "I love you more.” Hisvoice was bresking. "Don't let him kill you." Alanna
shook her head. "'l don't plan to. Believe me, | don't.”

They joined the other men in the hall. No one spoke as they headed for the Great Throne Room. Their
only comments were in the tight hol ds Jonathan and George took on each of her shoulders, and the
worried looks Coram, Myles and Thom wore. Matters now were beyond words.



Alannahersdlf could think only that findly it had cometo ahead, thisweird contest of wills between her
and the Duke of Conte. The issue would be decided once and for al. She couldn't be unhappy about
that. It'll be over and settled, she thought asthey strode into the Great Throne Room.

Roger aready stood before the two thrones, naked sword in hand. Alanna hugged each of her friends
onelast time before stepping up beside Roger, Lightning unsheathed and ready for battle. Her heart
pounded in her throat asthe herald read the chalenge. She could barely hear him; her attention was on
the King and Queen, on Jon, standing beside hisfather now, and on Duke Gareth, standing beside his
sgter, the Queen. Shefdt agrim kind of triumph, thinking, Even if he kills me, I've won. I've planted
the seed of doubt here; he'll never be trusted again.

It was good to know she had accomplished something, even if Roger killed her. And it was good to
know her friends were there, wanting her to win.

"L et the combat begin,” Rodd said quietly.

Alannaand Roger brought their swords up instantly. They circled, watching each other carefully. Roger
feinted at Alanna severa times, never intending to strike, instead trying to draw Alannainto an attack.
Alannaamiled dightly. Roger was older than she was and more experienced in the ways of the world, but
she could outwait him.

She was right. Roger attacked in earnet, thinking she was being overconfident. Alannablocked his
swing and dodged to the Side, wincing as Lightning jarred against her sore hands. She would haveto be
careful; her siffnessand the painin her hands might get her killed if shewasn't.

Roger pursued the attack, trying to use up her energy. Alannatried to dodge more and block lessin
order to spare hersdlf, but the sorcerer was too quick. Pain wormed itsway up her right arm and into her
shoulder. The scrapes on her sword hand were bleeding through the bandages, and weariness put her
timing off.

Suddenly she blinked. Had Roger switched his sword to hisleft hand, or was he carrying two swords?
He couldn't possibly have two blades! She shook her head, trying to clear her eyes. Dimly she could
hear Thom ydling, "Foul! HEsusing anilluson!™ but she knew no onewould try to stop the fight now, for
fear of getting her killed.

Only alucky step saved her life asthe Duke lunged at her. Thom wasright, the Duke had placed an
illuson-spell on himself so that Alanna couldn't tell which of hishands gripped the real sword and which
held only the ghost of one. Alanna pulled the ember-stone from beneath her shirt with her free hand,
thanking the Goddessfor it. The illusion-sword now glowed orangein her eyes. She blocked Roger's
real sword and thrust back, coming body-to-body with the Duke. Thiswas a mistake: the larger,
stronger man used his strength to force her dowly to her knees.

Alannagasped and broke, dropping to the floor and rolling away. Roger struck, cutting her shoulder
open as Alanna cameto her feet. She dodged back, biting her lip angrily; he had changed his sword to
hisleft hand! She thanked the Goddess the cut was not bad and gripped the ember-stone again.

The Duke switched hands severa times, but she was able to follow the changing of red and imaginary
swordswith the help of the stone. They were coming to atime in the battle she was too familiar with: the
time when lesser swordsmen began to gasp for air and to make mistakes, the time when she had to reach
deep inside hersdlf for strength she rarely needed to draw upon. Forced to admire Roger's technique as



she grimly blocked and thrust, lunged and dodged, she couldn't help but think that it was too bad such an
awful man was such afine swordsman.

Seizing that brief moment when Roger switched swords, Alannalunged in, dashing the Dukesright arm.
Roger yeledin fury as Lightning nipped through muscle. Making an impossibly quick recovery, the Duke
lunged back and struck. Alanna stumbled, and the tip of Duke Roger's sword diced down her chest from
collarboneto waist.

The specia corset she often wore in place of bandaging gave way, itslaces cut through. It did and
buckled under her shirt, edges of lace-strings and (to Alannas great embarrassment) the curves of her
breasts showing through.

Roger dropped his blade and stood back, his eyes wide with shock.

"Hat!" the King roared, coming to hisfeet The crowded room was buzzing as he stared at Alanna. "
What is going on here?"

"Y ou’ d better do something about that thing,” Thom advised, stepping forward. "I'll explain.”

All eyeswere fixed on the Magter in slver-edged black as Alanna ducked behind a hanging curtain,
suddenly glad her lie was over with. She did the ruined corset out from under her dashed shirt as Thom
sad, "You'll haveto excuse my sster, Mgesties.” Shaking her head over her brother's nerve, she
overlapped the ends of the shirt and tucked them firmly into her breeches.

"Y ou see, she wanted to be aknight,” Thom was explaining. "1 wanted to be a sorcerer. We traded
places. | think | may have had the better part of the bargain; | didn't haveto lieto people | liked and
respected dl these years. Here. | brought our birth papers. Her nameis Alanna. We're twins."

"Who knew of this?” The King' s voice waslow and dangerous as Alanna stepped out from behind the
curtain. "Who knew?"

"l knew." Jonathan's voice was strong and clear. "I've known since the Black City."
"I knew," Coram admitted in ashamefaced rumble.
Gary stepped forward. "I knew."

"And | knew," Mylesadded. "I guessed when Alan—Alanna—cured Jonathan of the Swesting Sickness,
Maesty."

The King looked at Alanna. "What have you to say for yourself?"

Alannamet hiseyes squardly. "I hated lying to you," she admitted. "1 wanted to tell; but | couldn't. Would
you have let mewin my shield if | had told the truth?* The King's silence was answer enough. "I'vetried
to be honest about everything else. And | can't regret what | did.”

Roger's snarl of fury surprised them dl. ™Y ou demon!" he screamed. "Y ou lying, cheeting—"

Without warning he lunged at her, his sword raised. Alannablocked him and fought for her life. Roger
attacked like awhirlwind, not giving her achanceto catch her breath.



Suddenly Alanna's long-hidden anger toward Roger flared into life. He was her enemy; he had tried to
kill the people sheloved. And he was acting like the wronged one!

She set her jaw grimly. She had come here to bring Duke Roger of Conte to justice, and by the Mother,
that was what she was going to do.

She brought Lightning up and around in awide butterfly-sweep that diced off alock of Roger'shair.
Switching her sword to her left hand, she attacked in earnest at last, bringing her blade down and around
inamirror image of thefirst butterfly-sweep, dicing away Roger's belt. She came around with a
back-handed dash that ripped open the Duke's tunic. Desperate, Roger blocked and fell back as she
cameon, agrimvision of death.

Suddenly alarge orange cloud formed around the Duke. The watching nobles gasped and moved avay
asthe cloud expanded, reaching for Alanna and for Jonathan and for King Roald bes de Jonathan.
Alanna saw the danger to the two men and forgot her own.

"The Goddess" sheydled, legping forward. Lightning struck the cloud, dicing it open to find Roger at its
heart. The orange massflared, blinding everyone watching. Alannafdt Lightning quiver. Roger screamed;
and she struck again, harder. The sword cut even deeper thistime as Alanna opened her eyes, blinking to
clear her vison.

Roger stood, trying to pull her sword out of hisbody. A deep cut in his shoulder was bleeding fiercely.
The Duke stared wonderingly at Alannaas he dowly fell to the floor. Alannajerked Lightning free of him,
swaying over Roger's body, shaking with rage, fear and exhaustion.

She looked up. Everyonein the chamber—even Jonathan, even Thom—stared at her with some kind of
horror. For aminute she was afraid of hersdlf.

She had killed the King's nephew. She had killed her greatest enemy, the most powerful sorcerer inthe
Eastern Lands.

EPILOGUE

ARE you sure you won't change your mind?* Jonathan asked, taking her hand. The winter breeze
whipped color into his cheeks, making his eyes seem bluer than ever. "l really fed | don't know 'Sir
Alannd at dl."

Alannasmiled and shook her head. "I need to be dlone; well, not exactly alone,” she admitted, grinning a
the bundled-up Coram. "I need to get away from Court for awhile and just think."

"If you're il feeling bad about Roger, you shouldn't,” Gary said tartly. ™Y ou did what had to be done.”

"I know. But I've been planning thisjourney for along time, and now | have more reason than ever to
takeit. I'll sort out Roger and being alady knight and what | want to do with my life, and then I'll come
back." She looked around, making sure that her saddlebags, as well as those on the pack mule, were
secure. She glanced up at her worried escort—Jonathan, Gary, Raoul and George—and smiled at them.
"Truly | will. | couldnt stay away long."

Gary tapped the miserable-looking Raoul on the shoulder. " Say goodbye, Raoul," he said, glancing



meaningfully at Jon.

Raoul took one of Alannashandsin agrip that hurt. "I'm like Jonathan; | just don't fed | know 'Sir
Alanna™ he complained. "Look out for her, Coram.”

"1 will that." The burly manservant nodded.

Alannaleaned over and kissed Raoul on the cheek. "This'Sir Alanna you keep talking about isjust Alan
with the truth being told,” shetold him. "I haven't changed. Stay out of trouble, Raoul.”

Gary was next, giving her abrief but strong hug. "If you stay away too long, well comelooking for you,”
he threstened. " Safe journey, Alanna." He drew Raoul off alittle way, leaving Alannato talk with
Jonathan and George in peace. "Remember the thieves sign | taught you," George warned. "And if
trouble threetens, useit!” Alannahugged him, blinking back stinging tears. "'I'm going to missyou, old
friend," she whispered.

George's eyes were overbright as he smiled at her. "' So much more reason for you to return to me, after
you've thought through al that needsthinkin'. Go with my love, Alanna" Clucking to hismare, he caught
up with Gary and Raoul.

Jonathan tried to smilein histurn. "And soit'sjust you and me again, Lady Knight. Wéell, you and me and
Faithful," he acknowledged the cat, who sat blinking in his cup on Moonlight's saddle. Suddenly he
reached over and hugged her tightly, holding her for long moments. He kissed her fiercely before letting
her go. "Y ou'reriding south?

Alannanodded. "I want to spend the rest of thiswinter being warm," shetold him. "I'll write; you know |
will."

Helifted her face, looking into her violet eyes. "When you come home, al thiswill have blown over," he
said. "And no onewill be happier to see you than |." He looked over at Coram, who was waiting by the
City Gates. "Take care of her, Coram Smythesson!"

Alannasold friend looked surprised. "And here| thought the best part of ridin' with aknight wasthat she
would be the onelookin' after me."

Alannaexchanged onelast look with her Prince before riding out the gate. Before her stretched the Great
Road South, its broad expanse clear of snow and ice. It was amost warm for thefirst day of New Y ear;
shewas dressed comfortably; she had agood horse and Faithful with her and Coram at her side.

Roger's death was bad, she thought, but life could be much, much worse. Perhaps I'll live and be
happy after all.

Shelet out awhoop of sheer exuberance and kicked Moonlight into agallop. "C'mon, Coram!” she
cried, galoping past him. "Let's go find an adventure!”



