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Gillengaria



Chapter 1

Karyn was so grateful to step out of the coach that her legs practically buckled
under her as her feet touched the ground. Only Tover's hard hold on her arm kept
her more or less upright. He hauled her through a muddy yard and toward the open
door of a rather rundown tavern. Stumbling adong behind him, Karryn glanced
around, trying to get a sense of where they might be. The land was leve and sparsely
decorated with trees, so they might dill be in northwestern Fortunalt. They had
traveled fast, but she didn't think they had been on the road long enough to make it
to Rappengrass.

But it was unlikedy Tover planned to take her to Rappengrass anyway, she
thought, as she tripped aong behind him through the inn's yard. He knew a search
party would have set out after them almost immediately; he would want to find the
quickest and most convenient place to hole up, and that meant staying within the
Fortunalt borders. She shuddered. They had been traveling since about noon
yesterday, and every hour had been utterly miserable, but she had fdt reatively safe
as long as they were on the move. Tover had shown no disposition to ravish her in
the uncomfortable confines of the coach. But once they took refuge someplace with
aroom and a bed...

Fresh panic swept through her. Did Tover plan to book accommodations here,
wherever here was? She cast another glance behind her as Tover jerked her closer to
the door. A half dozen other vehicles had come to rest insde the muddy yard. Some
of the drivers were changing horses, but others appeared to merely be breaking their
journey long enough to take amed. Karryn hadn't been able to see much through the
coach windows, but it had been clear that they were in a particularly desolate stretch
of countryside, and this might be the only posting station for miles. A few saddled
horses were also tied up outside the inn, munching on oats while their riders
apparently ate breakfast inside.

Karryn's spirits rose alittle. If there were many people in the taproom, she could
cry out for help. Someone might recognize her or at least be willing to come to her
assistance. She would have to be careful — she needed a matron traveling with her
children, or sober and liveried soldiers from some nobleman's house guard. She did
not want to fdl into the hands of some skilled swordsman who would save her from
Tover and then turn out to be worse. Her mother had long terrified her with stories
of bandits who would kidnap little girls and torture them in ways so grotesque that
Serephette had not even been able to describe them. Only now, at the age of sixteen,
did Karryn understand that her mother had probably been referring to rape, not
dismemberment and slow death. Though rape, should it come, would be bad enough
—even if it were not at the hands of some land-less mercenary.

For Tover Banlish was a serlord's son who hoped to marry his way to fortune by
eloping with a serramarra. Karryn had refused his clumsy offer a little too forcefully,
and he had decided to take matters into his own hands.

At the door to the tavern he suddenly yanked her around to face him, leaning
forward and speaking in a menacing whisper.

"Don' try to cause trouble inside," he hissed. If he hadn't been scowling, and if



she hadn't hated him, she might have thought he was attractive, for he had pleasant
features framed by fine brown hair. But his blue eyes were icy and every line of his
body tensed with threat. "If you so much as try to speak to anyone, | swear Il
throttle you and declare you've fainted. And if you misbehave here, | won't let you
out of the coach again until we've reached our destination.”

She wanted to spit in his face, but she was desperate to get inside, reieve hersdlf,
and eat something. They had only stopped four times since they started out. She
was almost as mad from discomfort as she was from fear.

"You must dlow me access to a chamber pot, or I'll soil the interior of your
coach," she said.

He leaned even closer, sneered even more. "I'll take you mysdlf to whatever room
provides such an amenity," he said. "Just remember. Be good — or be sorry."

He waited for her affirmative. She hesitated, because she hated him so much; she
wanted to step indde that doorway and start screaming hystericaly. But fear
dominated her even more than hatred did. She did not want to risk losing the
opportunity to take advantage of whatever amenities this place offered.

So she nodded once, sharply. He pushed open the door and pulled her into the
taproom, where again she amost fainted at the welcome warmth of the arr and the
delicious scents coming from the kitchen. She must have closed her eyes. When she
opened them, a ragged-looking girl was approaching and waving them toward an
unoccupied table.

"l suppose you want breakfast?' she was saying.

"Yes," Tover replied. "Eggs and sausage for us and our driver. Ale for my driver
and me, and milk for my sister. But first — is there a place my sister can have a
moment's privacy? We've been in the coach for hours."

The girl pointed down a narrow hdlway. "I'll put in your order,” she said, and
turned away.

The "privacy" accommodations were smdly but infinitely better than a bush on
the side of the road, and Karryn used the pitcher of chilly water to wash her face as
wel as her hands. No mirror in the small room, but she supposed that was just as
well. She could only imagine how she looked, with her thick dark har in
unmanageable tangles and her green gown irretrievably wrinkled. Her face, usudly
rather ruddy of complexion, was no doubt pinched and a little pale. All in dl, she
probably looked as mad as Tover would clam she was if she began to throw any
kind of tantrum.

She rgoined him and followed him to the table, casting surreptitious glances
around the taproom as she went. Her heart sank. None of the occupants looked
likdy to offer her aid. At one table sat two ancient women accompanied by a
granddaughter or a paid companion. At another table was a boisterous family, four
ghrieking children and their young and hapless parents. One solitary traveler sat up
near the bar, a stocky, rather short, brown-haired man — or perhaps it was a woman
— eating breakfast with a single-minded attention. A few rather villainous-looking men
sat together or apart, some talking, some dicing, some looking morosely out the
window.

No rescue to be hoped for from any quarter.

The unkempt barmaid approached their table bearing three large, steaming



platters, and Karryn fet her stomach turn over. Food, that was what she needed.
Once she ate something, she would be able to think more clearly. She would be able
to figure out a plan.

She was forking up her second bite when they were joined by the driver, who
pulled up a seat next to Tover. He was big, bald, and burly, with enormous hands.
He had spoken very little so far on this journey, and not at dl to Karryn, but she was
more afraid of him than she was of Tover. There was something wicked about the
way he watched her with his ditted black eyes. He wore so many weapons on his
belt that he jangled every time he moved.

"Rear mare's thrown a shoe,” he said to Tover as he reached for his glass of ae.
"Take another thirty minutes before the smith here can get to her."

Tover looked annoyed, then he nodded. "All right. Did you have the whole team
unhitched and fed?'

The driver nodded. "How much farther do you want to go today? WEell need to
change the horses before long."

"We have another fifty miles to cover, mostly on back roads."

The driver nodded again. "You're going to have to take the reins, then, because
I'm about dead. Unless you want to stop here for afew hours and let me sleep.”

Tover glanced around the room. "Not here. Too well-traveled.”

The driver looked over a Karryn and gave her a leering smile. She shrank back
into her chair, trying to make herself too smdl to merit his attention. "Think her
prissy uncle's going to be riding after her to make a daring rescue?' he said with a
Snesr.

Tover snorted. "Jasper Paladar couldn't rescue a cat from a garbage pail,” he
replied. "Still. There are guards in Forten City who were loya to Rayson Fortunalt.
Paladar could round them up to come riding after Rayson's daughter.”

The guard was 4ill smiling at Karryn. "Think your uncle Jasper's going to come
after you anytime soon?' he asked in a crooning voice. "Come riding up on abig old
gdlion like some storybook hero?"

Without thinking, Karryn snatched up the salt cellar from the middle of the table,
intending to fling it in the driver's smug face. Tover's pam dammed down over her
wrigt, pinning her hand to the table and nearly breaking the bones.

"l warned you to behave," he said icily into her ear. "You're a serramarra — show
some decorum."

She was trying not to whimper, but his hold was so painful that it was hard to
swallow the sound. She stared down at the scarred table, despising both of them.

"Look a me," Tover said in a dightly louder voice. "Serra — look a me." He
pressed down on her wrist even more heavily. She smothered a yelp and looked up.
He was staring at her with those cold blue eyes, and for the moment he looked even
more dangerous than his companion.

"You will not throw things at Darvis," Tover said in a sow, deliberate voice.
"Y ou will not do anything to draw attention to yourself. Or | will rent aroom here for
the day and effectively make you my wifein this very inn. If you do not behave very,
very wdl, that is exactly what will happen. Do you understand? Is that what you
want?'

Between the pain and the fear, Karryn amost could not draw breath. She stared



up a him; nothing registered but his face. Outside the outline of his cheekbones and
earlobes there was only formless white space — nothing. No humanity, no hope, no
rescue. She nodded.

"No," she choked out. "Please. Not here. Let us travel on."

Now Tover lifted one finger to stroke her cheek. "You hear that, Darvis? The
serramarra is not impressed by the squalid accommodations of roadside inns. She
wants the luxury and comfort of Banlish Manor."

She could hear the grin il in Darvis's voice. "l think you're missing a bet if you
leave here too soon."

"And | say | shdl take this opportunity to prove to my lady how very gracious |
can be." Tover relaxed his grip on her imprisoned hand and almost gently lifted her
fingers to his mouth. He pressed a red kiss on the back of her hand. "Remember, if
you will, how hard | strove to please you."

"Pardon me for interrupting,” said a dry voice just afew steps away.

All three of them nearly jumped out of ther seats, for not even Darvis had seen
the newcomer approaching. Karryn felt a sudden wild leap of hope — A stranger,
come to rescue me? — that instantly died away. This smal, unprepossessing person
was the individual she had spotted when they first walked in, the one sitting up at the
bar eating a hearty breakfast. Close up, it was clear the stranger was female, though
dressed in the trousers and tight-fitting jacket usualy worn by men who were
soldiers. Like those men, she also sported a sword and a couple of knives in her
belt, though she possessed nowhere near as many weapons as Darvis.

"Ye-es?' Tover said in his haughtiest voice, drawing the word out into multiple
gyllables. It was hisway of conveying without words the fact that he was a devvaser,
the son of a serlord, and this anonymous creature was less than nobody.

The short woman completely ignored him. All her attention was on Karryn. "I just
wanted to let you know something, my lady,"” she said in a quiet voice. "If your
husband is abusing you, | can help you get free of him and take you someplace
safe.”

"Leave us, you insolent scum!” Tover snapped as Darvis legpt to his feet so fast
his chair toppled to the floor. Karryn didn't even have to hear the whine of weapons
to know the driver had drawn a blade. Tover's fingers tightened darmingly around
Karryn's wrist.

The soldier woman was completely unimpressed. She ill kept her gaze locked
on Karryn's, and there was a steady message in her dark brown eyes. Trust me. |
can help you. "l have a horse out front," she said. "We can ride away from your
husband right now."

Karryn made an instant, rash decision. "He's not my husband," she panted. "He's

Before she could complete the second sentence, Tover loosed a murderous oath
and crashed to his feet, jerking her up beside him. Darvis vaulted across the table at
the strange woman. Karryn screamed and tried to fling herself backward, away from
Tover, away from Darvis, away from the sudden thicket of blades. But Tover held
her fast and the table prevented any escape. She screamed again and cowered down,
shielding her face with her free hand.

Darvis had engaged the woman in a swift and brutal knife fight. Tover was trying



to haul Karryn away from the flashing blades but twice she was dammed by Darvis's
weaving body, once with such force that the table screeched away from both of
them when she landed heavily against it. Karryn had expected the unknown woman
to be dead on the floor within thirty seconds, but no, the smaler combatant was
obvioudly holding her own. She lunged in when Darvis expected her to feint, for he
grunted in surprise and then in pain, clapping a hand to his stomach and howling in
agony or rage.

Unexpectedly, Tover dropped Karryn's wrist and shook free his own sword. He
fdl into a stalking crouch and then flew at the woman, barely giving her time to draw
her own long blade. Karryn shrieked and looked around for something heavy to fling
a Tover's head, to give the woman some advantage, however dight. But it was not
necessary. With three quick dlices of her sword, the stranger had parried Tover's
assault, knocked the blade from his hand, and run him through high on his right
shoulder. Tover screamed and stumbled against the table, his hand clapped to his
wound.

"l think these two are down for the moment," the woman said coolly, turning to
Karryn. "Grab your things and let's run."

Karryn was dready racing for the door. No one in the tavern made a move to stop
her, though literdly every soul in the place, even the barmaid, was staring. "All my
things are in the coach, but | don't need them!" she cried. "Let's just go!"

The soldier woman was hard on her heels as they scrambled through the door.
"Which coach is yours?' she inquired. "Maybe we can find away to disable it."

Karyn came to a hdt just outside the door and looked wildly around at the
equipages lined up in the yard. She hadn't been on the outside of Tover's carriage
often enough to know what it looked like, and he had not been stupid enough to
attempt kidnapping in a carriage blazoned with his family arms. "I don't know! One
of the horses needs a shoe, that'sdl | know."

"Good enough," the stranger said, tugging Karryn in the direction of a sturdy
white gelding loosaly tied to a hitching post. "That'll slow them down. WElIl ride
pillion till we've covered some distance and figured out what to do."

Just then the tavern door swung open and Darvis charged through, bellowing. His
shirt was covered with blood, but he hefted a sword high in his left hand. But the
soldier woman surprised him again, darting forward to smash her head right in the
middle of his chest. He cried out and went crashing down in the doorway, just in
time to trip Tover as he rushed out.

"Go, go, go!" the stranger cried, shoving Karryn toward the gelding. She had her
knife out again but Karryn didn't see how she used it on ether of the abductors; she
was too occupied with climbing into the saddle and guiding the white horse over to
the stranger's side. The woman sheathed her blade, swung into the saddle behind
Karryn, and kicked the horse forward dl in one seemingly effortless motion. There
was a scramble and curse behind them, but they were across the muddy yard,
through the gate, and racing down the road before Karryn heard any red sounds of
pursuit.

She was free!



Chapter 2

Wen didn't figure the two of them could ride the gelding for long. He was
powerful and he loved a good run, but two riders were a considerable burden, and
the new passenger was tdler and heavier than Wen. Also not much of a rider. She
twisted and turned in the saddle, looking over her shoulder and trying to tug down
the hem of her dress. Wen imagined her horse wasn't any more pleased with the
fidgeting than she was.

"Sit ill, if you can,” she said, as civilly as possible. "We won't go far."

That, of course, made the girl crane her head around, trying to see Wen's face.
"But they'll come right after us! WEe'l never be able to stop running!”

Wen nodded. "I know they'll pursue. WEell pull off somewhere aong the road and
watch them go by. Then we can proceed a a dower pace.”

"What if they don't go by? What if they see us? Oh, they'll kill us both, | know
they will."

Wen couldn't help grinning at that. "l don't think so. Neither of them is much of a
fighter." She had to amend that after a moment's thought. "Well, the big one has
strength and some training. He's probably a useful man in a brawl. But the other one,
the noble — he's completely inept. | can handle both of them.”

Again the girl tried to dew around in the saddle. "Who are you?' she demanded.
"Thank you so much for coming to my rescue, but why did you? And how did you
get to be good enough to fight off two grown men and win? A little thing like you?'

For a moment, Wen was tempted to push her out of the saddle. Even across the
width of the posting house, it had been clear to her that this girl was the kind of
person she utterly despised — wedlthy, indulged, spoiled, and temperamenta. Purely
decorative, if she had any vaue at dl.

But — at least back at the tavern — she was also abused and helpless, which Wen
had been able to tdl in an instant. Those were the traits that had sent Wen striding
over to offer assistance. Wen had so much to atone for. Saving one frightened
young woman might do little to assuage her guilt and grief, but abandoning the girl to
certain ravishment would only have added to Wen's grim burdens.

So, making even more of an effort this time, Wen gave another civil answer. "I've
been training with weapons most of my life. | might be smdl, but I'm very good.
And | came to your aid because it was unthinkable not to."

"Tover abducted me aday and a haf ago," the girl said hitterly. "I hate him! | told
him | wouldn't marry him, and he said, 'Well see about that,’ and he forced me into
the coach. My mother and my uncle will be so worried."

Wen hardly knew what to ask first. "Is he so in love with you, then? A fine way to
show it."

The girl gave a sharp laugh. "In love with my inheritance. Not with me."

So the girl was noble-born, as Wen had guessed, and probably rich into the
bargain. It wouldn't be the first time an ambitious suitor had attempted a rough
wooing, but Wen had aways thought the dowry would have to be awfully substantia
to make up for founding your marriage on a bedrock of hatred. "I would have
guessed him noble-born as well, with property of his own," Wen said.



"Indeed, heis! A devvaser —aserlord's son," the girl replied. "But that's not good
enough for him. He wants to marry a serramarra and be a marlord himself one day."

That made Wen open her eyes wide and pull back a little to study what she could
see of the dark-haired woman before her in the saddle. She'd saved a serramarra?
From which of the Twelve Houses? They were in Fortunalt country, but not al that
far from Rappengrass or Storian, and even Gisseltess was only a few days hard
riding away. Oh, gods, what irony if she had rescued Rayson Fortunalt's daughter.

"Who are you?"' she asked in aquiet voice.

Her passenger spoke defiantly, asif braced for scorn. "Karryn Fortunalt.”

For a moment Wen couldn't speak.

It had been amost two years ago that Rayson Fortunat and Halchon Gisseltess
had led haf the Houses of Gillengaria in an uprisng againgt the king. The resulting
battle had been brief but bloody, and both of the renegade marlords had lost ther
lives. That was little comfort, though, for so many others had died opposing them.
Coevad and Tir and Moxer. Dearest friends, truest companions. Irreplaceable and
lost forever.

But no loss could be compared to the death of King Baryn, who had died in the
earliest days of combat, leaving his young princess to rule after him. Wen's heart ill
hurt when she remembered that Baryn was gone.

When she remembered how he had died.

Wen's silence had done the trick. Karryn sat quietly before her in the saddle,
huddled over the pommel. Wen no longer wanted to push her off the horse. She
wanted to murder the girl with her ungloved hands.

Of course that was not an option. Neither could Wen pull up the gelding and leave
the girl on the side of the road to be discovered and reclamed by her erstwhile
abductors. Karryn's story had been incomplete, but Wen felt fairly certain she'd
pieced together the essential details. Serramarra Karryn would be named marlady of
Fortunalt when she was old enough to hold the title. Her husband would become
marlord and both of them would move in the highest circles of Gillengaria society.

This Tover fdlow must be part of the new and 4ill controversial second echelon
of lords and landholders. Some of the rebels who had joined the war had been the
so-caled lesser lords who owed fedty to the Twelve Houses — nobles who had
adways callectively, and somewhat derisively, been known as the Thirteenth House.
Those who rose up in rebelion clamed to be tired of serving as vassals for the
marlords. They wanted to own property outright and earn titles for themselves and
ther heirs.

Baryn had been cautioudy in favor of prying afew minor estates from the death
grip of the marlords and bestowing it, unencumbered, on a handful of Thirteenth
House nobles. It had fdlen to his daughter, Amdie, and her various advisors to craft
a scheme to divide and apportion properties, but over the past two years, the plan
had been worked out. Now there were Twelve Houses and Twenty-Four Manors,
and any number of confusing but jealoudy guarded titles. Marlords and marladies
bred heirs caled serramar and serramarra; the heirs to the new serlords had been
dubbed devvaser and devvaserra. Any more subdivisions, Wen thought, and she
would just stop giving anyone an honorific. She would bow, if required to
acknowledge a noble, and maintain her silence. The gods knew she would prefer



never to speak to asingle one of them again.

Karyn whispered something in a shaky voice. Wen suspected she might be
crying. Her voice chilly, Wen said, "Pardon me? | didn't hear you."

"l said, it's not my fault."

"What's not your fault?'

"My father. My father's war."

"I'm sure it's not," Wen said, her voice il icy.

Karryn lifted her head alittle. "He was a horrible man,” she said, her voice gaining
strength. "Y ou think | didn't hate him? And yet now everyone blames me for the war.
Everyone blames me because the king is dead."

The words made Wen flinch so hard that the gelding lost stride. Wen clucked him
back in motion and responded in an even voice. "There are many people to blame
for Baryn's death, but it's hard to imagine you are on that list."

The words were true, but that didn't make it any easier to forgive the girl for
merely existing. But, Wen reminded herself, she didn't have to forgive Karryn. She
didn't have to like the girl. She merdly had to get her to a safe place and then leave
her behind forever.

In fact... Wen glanced around at the countryside they were moving through. The
road was narrow and not particularly well-traveled; the devvaser obvioudly had not
wanted to take his captive dong man routes. This region of northern Fortunalt
offered farly sparse vegetation, but they were passing through a stretch of land that
provided a cetain amount of cover. Some trees, some undergrowth, a little
undulation in the land. They could move fifty yards off the main road and conceal
themselves with relative ease.

Accordingly, Wen reined in the horse and dipped to the ground. Karryn looked
down in alarm. "What are you doing? We can't stop here! There's nowhere to hide!"

Wen nodded. "They won't look for us here, | think. Come on. Off the horse.
WEeIl hunker down." She glanced at the route behind them as if she could discern
any signs of pursuit. "Quickly. | don't suppose they're more than fifteen minutes
behind us."

Karryn dismounted and followed her off the road, ill worried. "But if they find
us —if they seeus—"

"l told you. | can protect you."

Karryn took a step that was practically a flounce. "Y ou don't even like me."

Wen held on to her temper. "l don't even know you."

"WEell, it doesn't make any sense to me. Why would you help me when you hate
me and everyone in my House?'

Despite the urgency, despite the fact she was listening with haf an ear for sounds
of oncoming horses, Wen came to a dead hdt only ten yards from the road. She
glared a Karryn, but the young, frightened, wild-haired, big-eyed girl glared right
back.

"Wadll, you do," Karryn added.

Wen spoke in atight voice. "l owe a debt. To aman | didn't save. And since |
lived, and he didn't, | vowed that | would spend the rest of my life protecting others
when | could. Giving them the service that | could not — did not — give to him." She
twitched the reins and stalked forward, Karryn mercifully silent as she followed.



Sill in silence, they found their cover in a small stand of trees blocked by a few
scraggly bushes. The horse was the problem, his white coat bright enough to be
seen from the road, but Wen was prepared for this contingency. She coaxed him to
the ground and covered him with a saddle blanket. It was a rusty green that blended
wdl with the vegetation, gill brown on this extreme edge of spring. She and Karryn
wrapped themselves in another blanket and settled to the ground right by his head.

Safe as far as it went. Wen pulled her sword and laid it across her lap. She
checked the knife strapped to her wrist, and drew another one from the belt a her
waist, holding it loosely in her left hand.

"What man?' Karryn asked.

Wen looked at her blankly. "What?'

"What man didn't you save?"

"Be quiet, serra. We have to listen for the sound of the devvaser's horse.”

So Karryn whispered, "What man?’

Wen looked at her, prepared to snap a harsh reply, but the set of Karryn's face
was stubborn. Wen partialy revised her earlier assessment. Karryn might be rich and
gpoiled to some extent, but her life surely hadn't been easy. Rayson Fortunalt's
daughter had probably received very little affection or attention from that driven,
ambitious man. She no doubt had had to kick and scream and throw tantrums to get
anything she wanted. She wasn't about to be put off by a cold answer.

“A man | worked for. | wasin his guard. There were — bandits. They attacked and
killed him while | was supposed to be protecting him."

Karryn's dark eyes widened. "Did you run away?'

"No, of course| didn't run away! | fought."

"Were you injured?"’

Almost mortally. Better, in fact, if she had died. "Yes."

"WEéll, then it's hardly your fault. If you fought as hard as you could — "

Wen couldn't keep the utter bleakness from her voice. "I should have been dead
before he was," she said. "If he had to fdl, it should have been at the feet of my
lifeless body."

"And you're never going to forgive yourself for being dive?’

Wen drew a sharp breath. Succinctly put. "Never."

Karryn hunched hersalf alittle closer together. "Well, that seems pretty stupid to
me."

"But then, you were stupid enough to be kidnapped by a man who wants your
House, so | don't suppose your opinion has any vaue."

Karryn scowled at her but blessedly shut up for the moment. Wen closed her eyes
and listened for pursuers. She could have killed both the devvaser and his
accomplice — oh, easly — but she had chosen to wound them instead. She had seen
plenty of death in that heartbreaking war. She was prepared to mete it out again if she
had to, but only in direst necessity. To save the life of someone she had sworn to
protect.

To save hersdlf if, when the moment came, it seemed her life outweighed that of
her attacker.

Not only had she not killed the kidnappers, she hadn't severdly disabled them. She
figured they could have bound their wounds and been on the road in less than twenty



minutes if they had been able to rent horses or turn their carriage team into mounts.

But the sound of horses, when she heard it, came from the wrong direction. Wen
cocked her head and tried to guess how many were in the traveling party. More than
two; probably not more than five. And moving at a brisk but hardly breakneck pace.

Which caused her to think of a question she redly should have asked before this.
"Will anyone from Forten City be coming after you?' A fragment of their previous
conversation surfaced in her memory. "Y ou mentioned an uncle.”

"He's not realy my uncle. | just cdl him that."

"Whoever he s, will he be coming after you?'

“I'm sure he will." Karryn did not look sure at al. "I mean — of course he will,
won't he? When he redlizes I'm gone."

"Why wouldn't he know you were missing?"

Karyn glanced away. "Maybe | didn't tel him where | was going. Maybe | told
him | was going someplace else."

Wen fdt her breath leave her in a hiss. Oh, she would be very glad to be rid of
this troublesome, disagreeable girl! "Once he redizes it," she ground out, "will he
send a party after you? Will they be coming from the southwest?' She indicated the
road in front of them.

Karryn looked uncertain. "l don't know. Where are we?'

Wen pointed again. " Southwest is Forten City. Is that where your uncle would be
starting out from?"

Karyn nodded. "Yes. Do you think that's him coming?' Her face was suddenly
hopeful.

"Maybe. Though he's brought an awfully smal troop with him if it is."

"Maybe he couldn't raise too many soldiers."

An odd thing for a serramarra to say, Wen thought, but just then the first of the
horses trotted into view. Wen motioned Karryn to silence, and they crouched down
even farther behind the trees, though they both peered out from behind the trunks. It
took another minute for the riders to pass in front of them — a party of four men, dl
dressed in black-and-gold livery, and mounted on exceptionally fine horses. Wen felt
her heart clench in actua pain as they passed before her, elegant, dert, disciplined,
deadly.

"They look like soldiers," Karryn whispered in her ear.

Wen could only nod.

"Maybe they would help us," Karryn added. "If we told them what had happened
to me. Maybe they would help you fight Tover and Darvis."

Wen shook her head, sill unable to speak.

"Why not?' Karryn persisted. "Do you know them? Who are they?"

The girl smply would not shut up, but it scarcely mattered now. The soldiers
were out of view, not having spared one glance in the fugitives direction.

"They're Queen's Riders,” Wen managed to say. "No help to be expected from
them."

Karyn squirmed, seeming to find it impossible either to st ill or to get
comfortable. "How long will we have to sit here?"

Wen took a deep breath. Easer to do once the Riders were gone. "Until your
friends ride by."



"They're not my friends."

Wen didn't bother answering. What were Riders doing in this part of the world?
What mission were they on for Queen Amdie? Was there some kind of trouble in
Fortunalt?

Not her business. She had no connection to anyone a the roya court in
Ghosenhall.

Karyn continued to fidget for the next ten minutes, but she grew quickly ill
when Wen sat up straighter and made a motion for silence. Y es, there was the sound
she'd been waiting for — horses' hooves, probably from a pair of animals, traveling
fast. In another minute, two riders galloped into view. Wen didn't need Karryn's
sharp intake of breath to redize these were the devvaser and his accomplice. They
appeared to be mounted on fresh horses bred for the saddle, so they'd probably
rented or purchased the animals at the posting house, and they were riding hard.

Karryn only relaxed once the sound of hoofbeats had died away. "Now what do
we do?" she asked.

That was, indeed, the question. "I think we find something closer to civilization,"
Wen said, cautioudy coming to her feet. She didn't know how long the devvaser
would continue onward before he began to wonder where his victim might have gone
to ground — and came back to look for her. "A good-sized town, perhaps, where
there might be a garrison of soldiers who would be inclined to protect you as we
head back to Forten City. Wanting to earn your uncl€e's gratitude, you see."

Karryn nodded. "All right."

Wen surveyed her. The girl ill looked defiant and sulky, but exhaustion was
showing through her big eyes and rosy complexion. If she'd been abducted a day
and a haf ago, she'd probably been strung tight with tension ever since. "Where
might the nearest sizable town be found?' she asked.

Karryn shook her head. "I don't know. | don't know where we are."

Wen's temper snapped. "By dl the gods in Gillengaria, child, why not? Y ou're the
serramarral When you're old enough — assuming you have the brains to survive that
long, which | am starting to doubt — you will inherit every scrap of this land!
Shouldn't you know where every road, every river, every town, every house is
Stuated? Isn't that what it means to be marlady? That you own the land — and, in a
sense, it owns you?"

"Wdll, | don't know!" Karryn fired back. "All my father cared about was where
every gold coin in the land might be situated! | don't know how a marlady behaves!
And | don't know where any town is! So go ahead and leave me if you want to, but
stop telling me how stupid | am!™

And with that, Karryn flounced off, back toward the road, in full view of any
chance passerby. Wen stood there, watching, as the girl stomped onto the road and
set out in a most determined fashion in the direction they had been headed before.

The gdding gave a high whinny and clambered to his feet, tired of lying there,
tired of inaction — tired, perhaps, of arguments between bad-tempered women. Wen
stroked his nose, refolded the saddle blankets, and sighed heavily.

Tempting as it was, she could not abandon the girl to the many hazards of an
open road in Fortunalt.

Leading the gelding by his bridle, Wen set off at a light run until she caught up



with Karryn, and then she slowed to a wak. She couldn't bring herself to apologize,
but it was pointless to keep quarreling. "We need a plan,” she said. "I think we look
for the nearest town. | didn't come thisway, so | don't know what's down this road,
but eventually well arrive a a place where we can ask directions. As soon as we can,
we probably need to buy another horse." She paused a moment. "l don't suppose
you have any money."

Karyn merely shook her head. She was watching her feet as if she wasn't sure
she'd remember how to wak otherwise.

"And | don't suppose you have any rations."

Karryn shook her head again.

"Are you hungry? I've got some food in my bag."

"| ate a the inn," Karryn said in a subdued voice.

"Not much, I'll wager. Do you want an apple?’ It was a peace offering.

Karryn accepted it. "Yes, please."

They came to a hdt long enough for Wen to scoop two pieces of fruit from her
bag, then they were on the move again. The exercise actudly fet good, though
they'd need to ride again soon. Waking would take them too long to get anywhere.

Wen remembered something that had been bothering her. After polishing off her
apple, she asked, "Why did you think your uncle might have trouble rounding up
soldiers to come after you?'

Karyn loosed a sigh and tossed her own core to the side of the road. "Jasper —
he isn't the kind of person that soldiers listen to."

Wen digested that a moment in silence. "What kind of person is he?'

"He's a scholar. He reads books and he writes them. But he's not very physical. |
can't imagine him holding a sword. Or fighting with anyone." She gave Wen a
sideways glance. "He's much tdler than you, but I'm sure you could knock him over
without even trying."

Never having met the man, Wen was sure she could, too. "Well, even if he's not a
soldier himsdlf, he could doubtless round up the House guard to come after you.
Couldn't he?'

"l suppose so," Karryn said doubtfully.

"Isthere a House guard?’

"Sort of. Many of my father's soldiers were lost in the war."

Of course. And the queen would have had a vested interest in making sure
Fortunalt didn't build up a private army again anytime soon. Still. A House had to
have its own soldiers or who knew what could happen?

Wi, the kidnapping of the serramarra, that's what.

"L et's go on the assumption that this uncle was able to find a dozen or so men to
accompany him on a search for you," Wen said. "Would he have any reason for
thinking the devvaser was the one who had run off with you?"

"l never told him about Tover asking me to marry him."

"So he probably wouldn't. And since he doesn't know where you were when you
were kidnapped — gods and goddesses, you redly put yoursdf into a bind, didn't
you?'

Karryn lifted her chin. "Well, maybe he figured it out anyway. He's pretty smart."

"Who is he? How did he come to be named your guardian?"'



"He's my mother's cousin. His name is Jasper Paladar. He came to stay with us
after my father died.”

"Did your mother invite him, or did the queen select him to look after Fortunalt
until you turn twenty-one?"

Karyn shook his head. "Not my mother. Not the queen. It was the queen's
consort who chose Uncle Jasper.”

That made Wen widen her eyes. Cammon had selected Jasper Pdadar to
shepherd this girl through the finad years of adolescence? Then the bumbling scholar
that she'd been envisoning couldn't be so useless after dl. Cammon never made
mistakes about people. "Do you like him? Y our uncle?' Wen asked abruptly.

Karyn nodded enthusiagtically. " So much more than my own father! He's very
kind. And he explains things to me. And he understands things, even when you don't
tdl him."

That endorsement kicked the scholar up a notch in Wen's estimation as wdll.
Cammon trusted him, and this wretched girl admired him. Still. He hadn't provided
adeguate protection for someone in his charge, and Wen believed that was about the
gravest error anyone could make.

"Wdl. Well hope we encounter him very soon, headed our way, leading a mass
of Fortunalt soldiers,” Wen said. "But | think our odds will improve if we ride for a
while and start looking for a settlement of any size. And this time," she added, "I'm
gtting on the front of the saddle.”

Karryn laughed, which made her look less like an obdurate and frightened child,
and more like a privileged and carefree young lady. "If you want. | can't imagine it's
too comfortable no matter how we sit.”

"True enough,” Wen said, tugging the horse to a hdlt.

She'd just put her foot in the stirrup when Karryn said, "Wait a minute. | keep
forgetting to ask your name! Y ou know mine."

Wen hesitated just a second, staring over her shoulder at the girl. Then she said,
"My nameis Willa."



Chapter 3

They rode for another two hours at a fairly gentle pace. At first, Karryn chattered
about topics that Wen found unutterably boring — her friends, her clothes, a bal she
had attended last winter. But soon enough she began yawning heavily and alowing
long pauses to build up between her sentences. Eventualy her arms went slack
around Wen's waist and her head rested againgt the back of Wen's. Wen waited with
asort of dour impatience for the girl to fal so deeply aslegp that she loosed her hold
and actualy fell from the saddle.

They needed to find a place to stop, and they needed to find it soon. Fortunately,
unlike Karryn, Wen actudly had a moderate number of coins in her saddlebag.
They'd be able to pay for food, a horse, and overnight lodgings if they needed to. If
the tall, soft, wise, kind uncle didn't catch up to them first.

When they came to a crossroads that looked like a mgor route, Wen ruthlessy
shook Karryn from her drowsy state. "Wake up. Does any of this look familiar?
Where do you think this road |eads?!

Karryn sighed and sat up. "I thought you said we wanted to go southwest?"

"Eventualy we do. But I'm wondering if there's a bigger town closer to us if we
head northeast?’

Karryn covered her mouth to hide another yawn. "I told you | don't know. | don't
even know where we are."

"Just think about it," Wen said. "Marlords — and marladies — are supposed to
have some mystical connection to their land. If —"

“I'm not a mystic!" Karyn exclamed, dtting straight up. "We don't harbor
mystics in Fortunalt!”

"l thought you despised your father and everything he stood for," Wen shot back.
"He's the one who hated mystics. Y ou should welcome them."

"l don't hate them,” Karryn said iffly. "I just don't want anyone cdling me a
mystic. | don't have any magic at dl. | don't want any."

Wen sighed. "Wdll, dl right. Do you think we should go left or right? Not that I'll
do what you say, but | thought 1'd ask your opinion."

"I think you should go straight,” Karryn said crossly. " That's where the next town
IS."
There was allittle silence between them for a moment. "Really?' Wen said at last.

"l don't know why | said that," Karryn replied.

Wen was grinning as she urged the gelding forward. "Wdll, let's just see. At any
rate, I'm guessing your devvaser friend went left, chasing after us, so draight is a
better choice than that."

They had only ridden another fifteen minutes when they topped a low hill and saw
amarket town spread out in the shallow valey below them. It was nowhere near the
sze of Ghosenhall or Forten City, but there were shops, there were stables, there
were inns.

"Y ou might not have magic in your veins" Wen said, a smile in her voice, "but
you definitely have serramarra blood. Let's go find food and a fresh horse.”



A med revived Karryn and she claimed she didn't need to sleep. "l want to go
home," she said. So Wen bargained with a stablemaster to buy an aging but
well-behaved mare, and pretty soon they were on the road again. Not long after, they
came to the crossroads and headed southwest.

"Here's where it gets tricky,"” Wen said. "We want to be on the road to flag down
your uncle, if he's coming, but we don't want to be seen if the devvaser turns back
to find you. If we hear anyone coming this way, we want to get out of sight, fast. So
we need to ride dowly, and single file, listening very hard. And we need to be very
quiet.”

She didn't have much red hope of Karryn fdling slent, but, in fact, the girl was
just tired enough to need dl her energy to ride. Wen sat straight in her saddle, head
bent a little, dl her senses dert. She probably should have hired an escort while she
was buying a horse. True, she was a much better fighter than either the devvaser or
his brutish friend, but she could get unlucky; she could be hit from behind; she
could take a hard blow that incapacitated her and allowed the kidnappers to snatch
Karryn again. Wen didn't like the girl much, but she deserved more protection than a
lone guard could provide.

They'd been on the move maybe hadf an hour when Wen caught the first
drumming hoofbeats and muffled shouts that indicated a sizable party was headed
their way. She swung the gelding off the road and Karryn hastily followed, but Wen
wasn't so sure they needed to hide. This was a big group. Unless Tover had
managed to recruit a whole host of equally ambitious and amora confederates, this
was probably not the devvaser.

"l think we're probably safe enough, even if this isn't your uncle,” Wen said, but
she made no move to steer the gelding back to the road. "WEell just stay here and let
them pass, unless it's someone we're glad to see.”

Two minutes later, the first riders swept into view, and even Wen knew that help
had arrived. She counted ten soldiers, dl dressed in gray uniforms and black sashes
embroidered with white. In their midst rode a thin, bearded man wearing fine clothes
and alook of worry.

Karyn kicked her mare into a run. "Uncle Jasper! Uncle Jasper!" she cried,
making a headlong dash toward the oncoming riders.

Wen stayed where she was, watching with a haf-smile on her face. Naturdly,
Karryn's maneuver churned the whole party into chaos, as the soldiers wrenched
ther mounts aside to avoid riding over her. Jasper Paladar jumped from his saddie
and ran over to Karryn, who was diding off her mare as quick as could be. He was a
tdl man, Wen noted, and reed-thin. Both his beard and his har were a very dark
brown streaked with gray, which gave him an arr of sober distinction. He was amiling
now, though, as he caught his cousin's daughter in a hard embrace. Wen was too far
away to hear what he said to her, but she saw his mouth moving. A scold? A prayer
of thanks-giving? A demand to know what had happened to her?

The latter, Wen decided, as Karryn pulled back a little and began an animated
response. Then the formation of soldiers shifted and Wen lost sight of the glad
reunion. She dowly urged her own mount back to the road. She wondered if she
could ride away right now, give afriendly wave to the curious Fortunalt soldiers and
disappear. Wen found expressions of gratitude and endless recountings of the



adventure to be far more exhausting than the adventures themselves. She had been
fortunate enough, these past two years, to aid dozens of individuds in one state of
distress or another, and it was always the same. The action sustained her, the sense
of purpose and even righteousness. She was at her best in those circumstances.

But she was clumsy and uncertain and even alittle angry during the aftermath. So |
helped you or your husband or your daughter or your friend. It is not enough, do
you understand? Your thanks only shame me. My success now only reminds me
that | failed before.

Best if she dlipped down the road right now and left Karryn to look around
blankly and say, " She was here just a moment ago!"

But Wen had hesitated too long. The line of soldiers parted, and Karryn came
dashing through them, towing her guardian behind her. Bedraggled and exhausted as
she was, Karryn findly looked pretty, Wen thought. Or maybe just happy.

"Willal Willal Here's my uncle Jasper. He wants to thank you."

Wen forced a smile and swung out of the saddle to make a creditable bow in the
nobleman's direction. When she straightened, he was standing right in front of her,
his height making her fed so small that she started to resent it. At the same time, he
had his hand outstretched to take hers, arare mark of favor from aman of his station
to a woman of hers. Reluctantly, she put her hand in his and found his grip firm,
though his uncallused palm had clearly never held a weapon.

"Karryn has just told me your part in this extraordinary story," he said, and Wen
marveled that such a deep and pleasant voice could come from such a dim frame.
"My name is Jasper Paladar, and I'm her guardian. Thank you so much for saving
her from a dreadfully grim fate."

"You're welcome," she said. "l was glad to do it."

"l would like to reward you for your efforts.”

She almost smiled. It was the least origind thing he could have said. "l did not
befriend her hoping for a reward."

"Perhaps not, but heroism can be an expensive endeavor,” he replied.

She laughed, because that was a phrase she hadn't heard before. "In fact, my only
outlay was for the mare, which you can certainly buy from me if you like" she said.
"Karryn will need to ride something, after dl, as you head back to Forten City."

"She's not avery exciting horse," Karryn said. And then, when she caught Wen's
look, "But of coursel like her very much!"

"Karryn tells me you have exceptiona skill with a sword," Jasper Paladar added.
He was looking down a Wen with a mixture of curiosity and speculation, and his
gray eyes were keen and considering. Even if Karryn hadn't told her so, Wen would
have instantly guessed that here was a man of rare intelligence. "That's unusual for a
woman, isn't it?'

"I have skill, but | don't know that it's exceptional,” Wen replied coolly. "Being
able to outfight a nobleman and a brigand isn't much of a challenge. Any of your
guards could probably manage it."

That raised his dark eyebrows and sharpened his expression. "I would like to
think that's true," he said softly. "But the caliber of soldier willing to fight for this
House has deteriorated sadly since my cousin's husband went to war."

"I understand that you might face some difficulties in rasing an army for your



House, given its history, but even the queen would redize that you need a strong
persona guard,” Wen said. "If for no other reason than to prevent the sort of
disaster that just happened.”

Jasper Paladar's eyebrows drew together. "Karryn hasn't told me the entire story
yet, but it's clear she put hersdf at risk, tdling her mother she was heading to one
destination and setting out for an entirdy different destination in steath. Even the
sloppiest soldiers can be excused for not protecting her when she was not where she
was supposed to be."

"Can they?' Wen said. "l don't think so."

Now his brows rose in an expression of surprise. "What do you mean?’

Wen gestured toward the soldiers. "Properly trained guards follow their master
wherever the master goes. Do you think Queen Amdie ever sets foot outside the
palace in Ghosenhall without a least two Riders a her back? She doesn't need to
ask them to attend her. Some number of them are assigned to watch her at every
hour of the day, and that isdl they do."

"Still, Amdie is the queen,” he replied. "There is reason to suppose she might
adways be in danger."

Wen shrugged. "There is reason to suppose your niece is aways at risk. | don't
know what kind of politics are at work here in Fortunalt, but it seems some of the
nobles are feding discontented. Y ou should assume this was not a lone assault. You
should plan accordingly." She looked a Karryn but she was 4ill addressing Jasper
Paladar. "You should ingtal a well-trained and highly focused unit that follows your
niece wherever she goes — whether it is to the market to buy roses or to the garden
to meet a clandestine lover. And every other place in between."

"l wasn't going to meet a lover!" Karryn exclaimed.

Jasper Paladar's eyes had narrowed thoughtfully. "That is not an attitude that has
governed Fortune since I've been there."

At first she was surprised by his use of the word, but then she remembered a
stray fact she must have learned a long time ago: The principa estate owned by the
marlords of Fortunalt was situated in the heart of Forten City and caled by the name
of Fortune. She had no idea why. Most everywhere ese in Gillengaria, the marlords
estates carried names that were also used to denote the surrounding cities. It was
hard to believe Rayson Fortunalt had been whimsica enough to have dreamed up
this convention on his own.

She replied coolly to the lord's observation. "It's an attitude that could save her
life. It's the only one, in fact, that will — if something like this happens again."

"l don't think | want a House guard that follows me everywhere | go," Karryn said
with a pout. "Do you mean, everywhere? To bals? When | go to vigt Lindy?'

"Everywhere," Wen said.

"How many?' Karryn's guardian asked. He gestured behind him to the Fortunalt
soldiers patiently waiting in the road. "I emptied the barracks to muster this force."

Wen swept a glance over the mounted men. Hard to tel from a cursory
inspection, of course, but they didn't seem like a particularly impressive group.
Some too young, some too old, some too paunchy, some too slack. The best men
of Fortunalt had probably been lost in the war. "The absolute minimum would be
twelve," she said. "Four for each eight-hour shift around the clock. You'd be better



off with sixteen or twenty. And you don't just need the soldiers. You need a captain
to lead them and facilities for them to train in and equipment for them to carry. Are
their swords any good? What about their horses?' Wen shook her head. "You can't
just say, 'l want a strong guard.’ You have to put some thought and resources into
it."

Jasper Paladar let his breath out in along sigh. "I've put most of my thought and
resources into other enterprises that seemed just as important at the time," he said.
"But dl of that counts for nothing if the serramarra goes missing. | take your point."

Wen nodded. "Good. Then this whole misadventure had some vaue after al."

"Will you return to Fortune with us?' he asked abruptly. "And lead the guard?’

Wen stared a him, completely nonplussed. Karryn gave a little squeal and said,
"Oh yes!" but Wen ignored her.

"No," she said shortly.

"Why not?' was the cool reply.

"You don't even know me," Wen said. "You have no reason to believe | am as
good as | say — or asloyd as | would have to be."

"I think I do know both of those things," he said serioudly.

"Please come back with us, Willa" Karryn begged. "I'll fed so much safer if
you're there."

"No," Wen said again. "l have other — obligations."

"What obligations?' Jasper Paladar asked. "If they will not take too much of your
time, we could wait for you."

She gave him afrosty look. "Obligations | am not at liberty to discuss.”

Karryn spoke artlessly. "She has to make it up to somebody who died a long time
ago."

That made Jasper raise his eyebrows again. Wen was furious. "My reasons are
my own," she snapped. "l do not need to explain them to you. Thank you for your
offer, but | am not free to accept.”

“If you change your mind," he said, "do you know your way to Fortune?'

"I've never been there," she said. "But I'm sure | could find it."

Jasper gave her asmal bow. "Then we shal hope you reconsider and that we see
you again soon. Come, Karryn, it's time we were getting you home. Y our mother is
SO anxious."

He put an arm around Karryn's shoulder to herd her back to her waiting horse, but
Karryn broke free and flung her arms around Wen. It was wholly unexpected, and
Wen froze in place, enduring the hug for the moment it lasted. "I do hope youll
come to Fortune," the girl said when she pulled back, her eyes brimming with tears.
"Y ou can't think how much we need you there."

"Karryn," Jasper caled, and the girl dragged hersef over to her uncle, turning
back twice to give Wen aforlorn wave. Though it seemed to take forever, they were
dl findly mounted and on their way again. Jasper had paused long enough to count a
few coinsinto Wen's hand — the price of the mare, and the only reward she did not
decline — and then finally he was on horseback as well. Wen returned Karryn's last
wave before the whole party cantered out of sight around the bend of the road.

Widl. That would teach her to go rescuing serramarra. Now she felt dl ruffled and
peculiar, asif she'd actualy seen afriend ride away.



And Karryn Fortunalt was nowhere near a friend.

Wen shook her head to clear away the confusion and swung herself onto the
gelding's back. Then she just sat in the saddle a moment, not sure which direction to
go.

"Wdll, then,” she said softly. "Where was | going before | encountered the
serramarra this morning?"

Ah, but that was the problem, of course. She had been headed nowhere in
particular. She had no destination, no goal, no driving purpose. Nowhere to be, no
one to look for. Just strangers in trouble. People who might need her for a short
time, and then ride on.



Chapter 4

Wen spent two days back at the little market town she and Karryn had visited,
roaming the few streets and looking for work. Her funds were lower than she liked,
and, as Jasper Paladar had pointed out, heroism could be expensive.

She found a job with a small freighting company that needed extra soldiers to
guard a shipment to Forten City. The pay was so good for the short stretch of work
that, once she made her way from the tidy business office to the chaotic loading
yard to introduce hersdlf to the captain of the guard, she couldn't resist asking what
they'd be protecting.

He sized her up before answering. She guessed him to be in his late thirties,
maybe eight years older than she was, and well-muscled under his worn uniform. He
had short blond-brown hair, brown eyes, massive hands, and a wicked smile that he
unexpectedly turned on her.

"Maybe | shouldn't discuss our cargo until | find out if you're good enough to
keep it safe," he drawled.

She returned a smile that was more a smirk. She was used to proving hersdf to
other soldiers, particulally men, and bonding over a battlefidld was what she
understood best about friendship. "Maybe you shouldn't," she replied. "Y ou got any
space here for a demonstration? You want to take me on or you want to turn me
over to someone else?’

"Oh, | think | can handle you," he said and jerked his head to indicate the back of
the yard. They made their way through a welter of carts and drivers to a relatively
clear space of trampled grass and dried mud.

The captain was buttoning up his vest and pulling on his gloves. Wen settled her
own clothes and did her sword out of its sheath. She saw him give it a quick
Sideways appraisal, noting its superb condition. He pulled his own weapon with one
fluid motion.

No one had suggested practice blades for thislittle encounter.

"What's your name?' the captain asked her. "I ought to know that before |
daughter you."

"Willa," she replied. "Y ou?"

"Orson."

Asif magicaly drawn by the promise of bloodshed, two young men drifted over,
adso wearing dark, serviceable clothes and sashes bearing the indgnia of the
freighting company. Her felow guards, Wen presumed.

"Any particular rules?' she asked.

He grinned again. Sweet gods, he reminded her of Justin, with that lazy, cocky
smile, that fair coloring, that eagerness to fight.

She would not think of Justin. She would not think of any part of that life she had
so completely left behind.

"Wdll, neither of us will be of much use if we're disabled,” he said. "Obvioudly,
no killing blows. First blood, but | won't cut you too bad."

"Dedl," she said, and lunged forward.

Her attack caught him off guard, but not for long. He was fast and aggressive, and



within seconds he was on the attack and she was fdling back. She let him set the
pace for a while as she tried to get a sense of his reach and power. Size was in his
favor, and he was strong; she fet the force of his blows against her sword dl the
way up to her shoulders. But he was a little too sure of himsdlf, a little too flashy.
She was careful and she was patient, and when he feinted for her heart she skipped
to the side and raked her point down his sword arm.

He loosed a grunt of surprise and hauled back, staring down at his arm. She heard
the watching men laugh. "Fooled you, Orson,"” one of them called. Orson pulled a
cloth from his pocket and swiftly bound it around the wound, tightening it with his
teeth.

Then he met her eyes, respect in his own. "Better than you look," he said,
appraising her the way he had appraised her sword. "Where'd you learn to fight like
that?'

"Fending off bandits in the northern passes of Tilt," she said. Which was true as
far asit went.

"Those must have been some bandits," he said. "Y ou've got the job if you want
it

She nodded and repeated her origina question. " So what's the cargo?”

"Gold doors," he replied.

"What? Gold doors? Redly made of gold?"

He nodded, laughing. "Heaviest damn things you ever saw. Looks like they're dl
carved with flowers and wreaths and whatnot. Worth a fortune, apparently. They
were on their way from Storian when they got sidetracked here.”

"A little skirmish on the road," one of the other men said. "Two of the guards
were wounded pretty bad."

"Which is why we need you," Orson added.

Wen was ill astounded. "But who would want doors made of gold?

"Rich folk," the other guard said.

Wen ingtantly thought of the only rich family in Forten City that she actualy had a
nodding acquaintance with. Oh, now, that would be ironic even by the standards of
her own bhitter life — to find hersalf ddivering merchandise to Fortune. "The
serramarra?’ she asked faintly.

Orson shook his head. "No — some Thirteenth House noble."

That was ardi€f, at any rate. Though what were the chances Jasper Paladar would
be standing on his front lawn, overseeing the safe arrival of household decor, even if
he had ordered such items? "When do we leave?' she asked.

"Tomorrow, early,” Orson said. "You have a place to deep? There are a few
beds in the back of the barn."

She shook her head. "Got a room. I'll be back in the morning.”

She was chearful that night as she ate a solitary medl, paid for a bath, and then
spent a couple hours checking dl her gear. She aways felt better when she had the
prospect of action and companionship. Trouble was, she started to fed depressed
and edgy if she stayed any one place too long — if she started to get comfortable, if
she started to find comrades. You don't deserve peace and security, some voice in
her head would nag. You deserve hard work and a lonely path and constant
penance.



So she would move on. She hadn't spent more than a month in any one place
since the war had ended. It was hard to imagine a time she would ever be able to
come to rest.

Orson expected it to take them two days to travel to Forten City, and the trip
started auspiciously enough. There were six guards and a driver, decent rations, and
clear skies, and by mid-afternoon of the first day, Wen was as relaxed and happy as
she'd been in weeks. She and Orson were riding at the front of the smdl caravan, the
dow wagon behind them, and they passed the time trading insults and anecdotes. He
dill reminded her of Justin — if Justin had aged by ten years and gained a somewhat
mellow outlook — but that just helped put her a ease with him. He was the kind of
man she understood instinctively, uncomplicated and forthright, ready to brawl a a
moment's notice, not particularly interested in emotiona displays, but thoroughly
honest. She knew how hard she could push, she knew what skills he would
appreciate, and she knew that, once she'd nicked him on the arm, he'd stopped
thinking of her as a woman.

All of this was fine with Wen.

For the midday medl, they pulled the wagon to the side of the road, broke out the
dried food, and diced for the honor of riding in the lead for the second haf of the
day. Wen had aways had horrible luck at games of chance; she'd learned early never
to bet anything she cared aboui.

"Willaloses again,” crowed one of the other guards, a burly kid named Stef who
couldn't have been more than eighteen. "Y ou're riding in the rear.”

"Glad to do it as long as you're up front," she replied. "Far away from me."

The driver was glancing around nervously. They were on the main road to Forten
City, but this swath of Fortunat was sparsely settled, and they hadn't passed any
other traffic for an hour. "l don't like this place," he said. "Feels too lonely."

Orson was on his feet and on his horse in a few economical moves. "And we've
wasted enough time aready. Let's head on out."

In a few minutes, they were on thelr way again. Wen and a slent fellow named
Carp were riding at the rear. She didn't mind the lack of conversation, since it
alowed her to pay more attention to the road. Winter hadn't hit here very hard, she
noted, for most of the trees and bushes were already starting to show green this early
in the season. Or maybe this was just the right time for spring to make its appearance
in the southern lands. She had only wandered down to Fortunat in the past few
weeks after months spent in Helven and Nocklyn. The land was unfamiliar to her,
and so were its seasons. But if it was always so mild near the southern Houses,
maybe she should consider spending more time here.

It would be as good a reason as any to determine where to go when.

The driver was 4ill uneasy, she noted idly, twisting on his seat every now and
then to look behind them as if expecting pursuit. She supposed he was the one who
had been holding the reins when this same shipment had been attacked a few days
ago, which would explain his jumpiness. If | had a job driving pricey cargo around
the country, she thought, I'd make sure | knew how to handle a sword. But if he
was armed, she hadn't noticed — and Wen noticed weaponry amost as a matter of
course.



If you didn't know what you were guarding, she thought, the wagon would 1ook
pretty ordinary. It was just a weathered wooden cart drawn by two horses. Bits of
straw stuck out through the joints; heavy canvas was spread almost flat over the bed
of the wagon. But between the straw and the canvas lay the brightly polished gold
doors with their intricate whorls and details. Over lunch, they'd pulled back the
canvas to admire the top one until the driver got so agitated they covered it up again.

They'd been traveling maybe an hour when she heard the faintest of sounds
behind them, and she wouldn't have caught even that much if she and Carp had been
exchanging any conversation at al. She pulled hard on the reins and came to a halt,
listening intently. Yes — riders coming at a pretty fast clip, and in a party at least as
large as their own.

Her fighter's instincts prickled with warning, and she had her sword in her hand
without consciously thinking about drawing it. "Orson!" she cried out. "Trouble
behind us!"

The driver cursed and hauled the horses to a hdt, and the other men whirled
around, weapons in hand. A few seconds later, the raiding party galloped into view —
seven men, dl hunched over their saddles, swords at the ready.

This wasn't going to be like the scuffle at the posting house when she rescued
Karryn. This was going to be a fight to the death. No point in holding back. Wen
charged forward, low in her own saddle, gaining whatever advantage she could from
surprise and momentum. The white gelding was a warrior's horse, fearlesdy flinging
himsdlf into battle. They crashed into one of the lead bandits and Wen's thrust sent
the first man to the ground, shrieking and bloody. His horse reared and snorted,
trampling him where he lay.

No time to worry about him. She was already under attack from a second raider,
and she swung in the saddle to parry a hard blow. Carp and Stef were findly beside
her, laying about with their own swords, and then Orson, who'd had the farthest
distance to cover, came pounding up. With the first man down, they were evenly
matched, at least in terms of numbers. Wen had no idea how good her fellow guards
were, if she could count on them to dedl their share of death, or if she would have to
be responsible for more than the brigand dicing away a her right now. Best to
dispatch him quickly and then see which way the battle was going.

Her assallant was huge, practically twice her size, and clearly expecting to
demolish her with a high, hard swing. She haf parried, haf twisted out of his way,
and kept traveling forward, burying her sword in his throat. He choked and burbled
and clawed at his neck till his eyes rolled back and his hands fdl limply to his sides.
She yanked her blade free and spun the gelding around, looking for the next place to
strike.

She quickly saw that Orson had cut down his opponent, and Carp was holding
his own, but the other guards appeared to be overmatched. "Stef!" Orson shouted at
her, pointing, and she kicked her horse forward to aid the boy. With her sword
added to his, they quickly routed the bandit. He suffered a hit to the shoulder, one to
the knee, another to the head, and loosed a string of oaths. Then he swung his
horse's head around and took off at a hard run, droplets of blood spattering the road
behind him.

"Should we follow him?" Stef panted beside her.



Wen shook her head. Protect your charge, Tayse used to say. Don't pay
attention to any of the rest of the action. "We help the others," she said.

But the others seemed to have matters more or less under control. Of the six
guards and seven bandits who had engaged, Wen counted four ill battling. There
were six bodies on the ground, but only four of them appeared to be dead, and none
of the corpses were defenders.

"Go seeif you can help any of our people who are wounded,” Wen directed Stef,
and launched straight at the remaining fighters.

Just the threat of another blade against them seemed to decide the brigands. One
caled out to the other, and they both pulled back and turned tail. Orson chased them
for twenty yards down the road, but, like Wen, he was more concerned with keeping
his cargo safe. He trotted back to the scene of battle and surveyed them dl from
horseback.

Wen was dready knedling in the dirt and rifling through the pockets of one of the
fdlen men. "Not much to find here," she caled up to him. "Not wearing any House
colors, and they look too ragged to be paid mercenaries. Just outlaws, looking to
sted our wagon."

He nodded but didn't answer her directly. "Who's wounded and how badly?' he
raised his voice to ask.

"Fibbons and Jack are hurt, but Jack's not too bad off," Stef replied. His voice
sounded strained. Wen wondered if this was the first time he'd seen true bloodshed.
"But Fibbons has passed out."

Orson glanced down a Wen again. "You any good at fixing up folks who got
hurt fighting?' he asked. "Since you're so good at fighting?'

She almost smiled. "I'm better with bones than bleeding.”

Carp stirred and dropped from his horse. "I know a little about medicine," he
said. "I'll seewhat | can do."

Orson looked over a Stef now. Wen watched him read the boy's face, try to
determine how much more he could handle. " Stef, you plant yourself right in front of
the wagon," Orson said, his voice matter-of-fact. "You be our lookout in case one
of those fellows comes back. Willa, | guess it's up to you and me to drag these
bodies out of the road."

She nodded and stood up to tug her gloves back on. She'd pulled them off to
make it easier to go through the dead men's pockets. When Orson was dismounted
and standing next to her, she said in alow voice, "You redly think they might come
back?"

He shook his head. "Only three of them left, and at least two of them were hurt
pretty badly," he said. "We've got four men who are completely whole — and you
and |, a least, can fight. Unless there's a lair of them not too far away, | can't think
they'd come back for athird try."

"A third?" she said swiftly. "Y ou think it's the same group that attacked the wagon
before?’

"Wouldn't be surprised. Could have been following this shipment dl the way from
Storian. If you're going to steal something as unwieldy as a gold door, you better
have an idea what you're going to do with it. I'm thinking it's a bit too much trouble
for your average thief who just wants a quick bounty."



She nodded and bent over to pick up the legs of the first dead man. Orson
grabbed the man's arms and they hdf dragged, hdf carried the lifeless figure off the
road.

"You have a lot of trouble with bandits in these parts?' she asked him when
they'd dropped the body.

He shrugged and smacked his hands together as if to rid them of the dead man's
taint. "Things have been unsettled ever since the war,” he said. "Lot of good men
died following Rayson Fortunat to Ghosenhall. Lot of men refused to sign up for
his war, and some of those folks found themselves stripped of their positions and
ther properties. Hard times came to Fortunalt and haven't redly let up since.”

Wen gave him a sharp look. "Are you one of those who wouldn't turn rebel
againgt the king?"

Orson shrugged again. "Been a soldier my whole life, one way or the other. | |eft
Forten City five years ago, when it started to look like war might come. | ended up
fighting anyway, but | wasin Ariane Rappengrass's army. Came back here a year or
so ago, but the work hasn't been too steady. | keep thinking things will turn around
for Fortunalt, so | stick." He made a small motion with his hands. "So far, not much
improvement.”

She turned to collect the next body, and he followed her. "What about you?' he
said.

She grunted alittle as she lifted the corpse's legs. This was the big man that she'd
cut down; it would be ahdl of ajob to move him five inches, let done five yards. "
told you. I come from Tilt country."

"Wdl, maybe origindly," he said. "But you got training somewhere else when you
learned to fight like that."

Like him, she shrugged, certain he wouldn't press too hard. Among people of
their kind, it was just expected that there would be episodes in your past you would
prefer not to discuss. Justin, for instance, had lived on the streets of Ghosenhall as a
common street thief until Tayse found him. "Did some guard work here and there,"
she said. "l fought in the war, too, but | was on the side of the royals."

"Any sane man would have been," he said, and almost threw the big man's body
down when they were off the road. Then he grinned at her again. "Or sane woman."

She crouched over the body and motioned Orson down, as if to show him
something interesting on the big man's clothes. When he squatted beside her, she
murmured, "I'm not so sure these were random outlaws. I'm wondering about our
driver."

Orson's eyes gleamed, but he was too canny to suddenly twist his head around
and stare at the wagon. "Why?' was dl he said.

"Just a feding. He seemed so edgy. He didn't like us lingering over our med. |
think he might have made plans with this particular party to meet us at a certain point
on the road."

Orson was slent a moment. "Hard to prove.”

"I know. But two raids on the same wagon in three days? Only makes sense if
they followed it dl the way from Storian — or if the driver was giving information
about his route.”

"Wll, let's get the rest of these fellows onto the grass, and then ask our driver a



few friendly questions.”

They finished clearing the road within ten minutes, then checked on the status of
ther hurt companions. Jack was up and waking around, cursing and flexing his
sword arm, but Fibbons was sill woozy.

"|s there room for him to lie down in the wagon?' Wen asked.

"Don't want to dent the doors," Orson said.

"Wdll, couldn't he lie next to them?"

It took alittle effort, but they were able to reposition the cargo and make a narrow
lane of space so the hurt man could lie on the straw. Orson stepped back and gave
Wen a meaningful look before saying, "I'm starting to wonder how many more times
this particular load might be attacked before we get to Forten City."

"Better not happen again,” Carp muttered.

Orson turned deliberately to the driver. "What do you think? Hey? We likdy to
have to fend off thieves another time? Some more of your friends, maybe? I'm
wondering just how much you know about al these attacks."”

For a moment, the driver stared back at him, white-faced and dack-jawed. Then
he grabbed the reins and slapped the horses into motion. The wagon lurched
forward hard enough to cause Fibbons to yelp, and within seconds it was careening
down the road. Orson swore and ran for his horse, for dl of them had dismounted
to try to make Fibbons more comfortable. Wen was the first one back in the saddle
and racing after the jouncing wagon, but Orson came pounding up after her quickly
enough. Orson went flying by Wen to crowd against the team, tangling their traces
and forcing them to low. Wen kept pace alongside the wagon, gauging the distance
and the rate of travel. When she judged it safe enough, she swung from the gelding's
back and dropped beside the driver on the bench.

He turned on her franticaly, dropping the reins to try to pumme her head and
shoulders. Just as she'd thought; he wasn't armed. She gave him a hard shove merely
to keep his fists away from her face, then brought up her knife hand and pressed a
blade to his throat. Orson had the team under control, but they were ill moving at
an uncomfortably fast pace, and the rocking motion threatened to drive the tip of her
knife through the driver's skin.

"Don't make mekill you," she said calmly, and he sagged on the seat. Keeping the
knife in one hand, she caught up the reins in the other, and dowly pulled the horses
to a halt. Behind her, she was aware of Fibbons moaning and the sound of more
hooves coming closer. She glanced over her shoulder to see Stef and Carp gdloping
alongside, Jack far behind them, leading Fibbons's horse. Her own gelding had shied
away from the chaos of the runaway team and nervously paced the side of the road
about ten yards back.

Orson was off his own horse and up onto the wagon on the other side of the
driver. "You son of a bitch,” he said roughly, and began shaking the man as if
hoping to snap his head off.

"Stop it," Wen said sharply. "Either let him go, or tie him up and dump him in the
back so we can take him to Forten City."

Orson shook the man once more and then cuffed him hard across the face before
dlowing him to collapse, gasping, on the bench. "I'm not letting him go," Orson said
angrily. "We could have lost two men back there because of him! I'll take him to the



magistrate in Forten City, unless | decide to kill him right here."

Wen wasn't worried. Orson wasn't the type to murder aman in a fit of fury. If the
driver had attacked him, well, Orson would have cut him down, but the soldier
wouldn't offer any serious harm to an unarmed captive.

"“Tie his hands and put him in the back of the wagon,” Wen said again. "And then
let's kegp moving. Anyone here know how to handle a team?"

Wen was actudly rather relieved when Stef answered in the affirmative. If they
were going to lose another guard to driving duties, she'd rather it be the one who'd
showed the least kill in fighting. It took a little more time to truss up the driver,
reposition Fibbons, and tie the two extra horses to the back of the wagon, but they
were findly on their way again. This time Orson rode done in the lead, Carp and the
injured Jack stayed close behind the wagon, and Wen dropped back about fifty
yards to cover ther trall.

She should have taken that rear position earlier today. It was something Justin
dways did on any expedition, riding some distance behind the main party so he
could give advance warning of any hostile riders coming from that direction. She
would have heard the outlaws heading their way, she could have sounded the
warning sooner. Justin would never have been so lax.

Although, she had to admit, Fibbons and Jack probably would have been injured
anyway. Neither of them was more than a passable swordsman, and Stef was amost
hopeless. She hadn't had much chance to see Carp in action, but the fact that he had
emerged unscathed made her think he could handle himsdlf pretty wel. But Orson
was redly good — better than he'd allowed her to see when they were fencing back in
the freighting guard. Not as good as Wen, but someone she would trust to battle
beside her no matter how fierce the fight.

It felt good to have a comrade in arms, however briefly.

They had traveled another couple of hours before they came to a smal village
huddled on one side of the road. There was no inn, but the tavernkeeper's wife
agreed to let the injured Fibbons stay in their spare room for a few days in return for
alittle extra gold. The rest of them continued on till nightfall, when they pulled the
wagon off into the underbrush and made a hasty camp. Orson even served rations to
the driver, who hadn't spoken a word since the afternoon stop. They divided the
watches and tried to find the least rocky patches of ground on which to spread out
their blankets.

Under the stars, outside in the brisk spring air, in the company of athief and four
near-strangers, Wen dept like alost child who had findly found her way safely back
home.

They made Forten City alittle before dusk the following day. Wen looked around
her with interest. It was a busy and crowded town, one of the mgor seaports of the
south, and within ten minutes she noticed the whole range of humanity striding by —
salors, soldiers, merchants, noblewomen, beggars, and a pickpocket or two. The
smells of sat air, wet wood, fish, and horse were particularly strong, though overlaid
now at dinnertime with the more appetizing scents of meat and onion.

"l hope our pay covers ared room for the night and enough money to buy a
meal," Wen said as she trotted aong next to Orson. No need to keep a rear guard



here in the city. There was hardly enough room to maneuver the wagon down the
narrow roads, let done defend it with any kind of grace.

He nodded. "Would have covered a room last night, too, but it didn't seem worth
explaning our captive," he said, indicating the driver with a jerk of his head. "And
for the same reason, 1'd like to get rid of him first before we ddiver our shipment.”

A few questions to passersby dicited the address of the magistrate, and ther
erstwhile driver was turned over to some rather rough-looking authorities. Wen
found hersalf wondering if serramarra Karryn was involved in handling legd matters
in Forten City. It seemed unlikely in the extreme. Perhaps that was one of the duties
that Jasper Paladar was administering until Karryn attained her mgority.

It was true night by the time they made their way to a large house on the western
edge of town, far from the stink and bustle of the wharves. It was hard to be sure in
the dark, but the house appeared to be built of glittering black stone, roofed with
gleaming copper.

"Now you have to admit a pair of gold doors would be a pretty impressive sight
a aplace like this," Orson said to Wen, grinning.

"It would — if this was the queen's palace," she retorted. "But for a Thirteenth
House lord? So grand it's foolish."”

It took longer than she would have expected to unload the cargo, though there
was a certain entertainment value in watching the servants struggle to lift the heavy
doors and carry them into the house. Stef, in fact, couldn't restrain his laughter the
second time one of the footmen stumbled and brought the whole line of bearers to
their knees.

"Wadll, I'm glad those are off our hands and someplace they can cause trouble for
someone besides me," Orson observed. "Come on. Let's look for food and beds."

They found both in a well-appointed tavern situated comfortably close to both the
harbor and the main road. Dinner was convivid, as the five of them ordered hig
medls and several pitchers of beer, and spent the whole med swapping progressively
less believable stories of brawls and battles they had single-handedly won. Stef did
little of the talking but most of the drinking, so naturdly he was sick before they'd
even gotten up from the table. For some reason, that made Wen and Orson laugh
even harder. They practicaly carried him up the stairs to the one big room they'd
rented for dl of them to share. Wen stripped off her outer garments and fell onto the
narrow bed allotted to her, fdling aslegp within minutes, even happier than she'd
been the night before.

But when she woke with the others and Orson suggested they get an early start on
the return journey, she fet that awful clutch of panic in her stomach. This was too
friendly; this was too familiar. She couldn't make these men her comrades, she
couldn't train them to trust her and then fal them a some crucid juncture. She
couldn't stay, and she couldn't explain.

She said nothing until she and Orson headed down the stairs together to order
breakfast while the others finished shaving. "I won't be riding back with you," she
told him.

He gave her a sharp look, but didn't say anything until they'd found seats in the
taproom, much changed from the night before. Now the clientele was purposeful and
sober, and no one lingered long at atable.



"That's some powerful demon chasing at your heels," Orson said at last. "Do you
ever plan to come to rest?’

"I'd guess you knew a demon or two in your lifetime," she replied.

He nodded and forked up a bite of sausage. "I chased most of them back," he
said.

"“I'm working on it," she said.

He chewed and swallowed. "Wdl, if you change your mind, therell aways be
work at the freighting office for anyone as good as you. | imagine I'll be there awhile
if you were ever looking for me." He gave her a keen look. "That is, if you ever go
looking for anybody."

"Not lately," she replied.

Stef, Jack, and Carp joined them then and began noisily eating breakfast. Wen
excused hersalf from the table as if she was only going to be gone a moment, but, in
fact, she stepped out of the tavern and continued on down the street, leaving Orson
to make her good-byes. When she was sure they'd adready |€ft the city, she'd retrieve
her gelding and ride out. She'd go straight south, following the coastline for a while.
Or, if the mood took her, she might try a directly eastern route. It didn't redly matter.
There was nowhere she particularly wanted to go.



Chapter 5

Rather to her surprise, Wen spent the whole day wandering Forten City. It wasn't
much to look at, particularly compared to Ghosenhall, but she liked its incessant
energy and its continual surprises. One street would feature a collection of
respectable shops, and the next one would be nothing but taverns, brothels, and
gaming establishments. More than once, Wen saw a prostitute sashaying down one
side of the road while a fashionable matron strolled aong the other. The divisons
were more distinct in Ghosenhall, where whole districts were wedthy and well-kept,
and everybody knew how to avoid the unsavory streets where the dangerous
elements of society gathered.

The streets where Justin had grown up.

More than once, Wen had found hersdf waking through those chancy
neighborhoods in Ghosenhall, her hands resting on her weapons as she wondered
what it would have been like to try to survive in such surroundings. Her own
childhood had been so different, tumbling through a ramshackle farmhouse with six
brothers and sisters, an assortment of cousins, dogs, kittens, and the occasiona
duck or lizard in the mix. She had been the middle child and easlly overlooked
because of her smal size and her generdly agreeable nature. Not until she was
convinced that someone else's privilege or her own unwarranted punishment was
absolutely unfair would she pitch any kind of fit, but then her temper, a least among
her siblings, was legendary. Three brothers had taught her early on that she'd better
learn to fight if she wanted to hold on to what was hers; three sisters had convinced
her that she didn't want to expend the energy required to dress up in pretty outfits
and flirt with scruffy boys. She certainly didn't want to attempt to run a household
the way her mother did, or worry over finances like her father.

But she loved the camaraderie of a houseful of siblings, the rough-and-tumble
affection, the bickering, the solidarity. After a while it seemed inevitable that adl the
forces that had shaped her would turn her into a soldier, most a home in the
company of other tough, casual, physica individuas who didn't have much
distinction between work and play.

And she had found her place in Ghosenhall.

And lost it.

And now she was wandering the crazy-quilt streets of Forten City and wondering
what to do with herself next.

She didn't once ask for directions; she didn't even consciously begin hunting for
it. But she was not surprised to find hersdf, early in the afternoon, staring at the
compound holding the estate called Fortune. It was probably dead center in the city
but cut off from the noise, the traffic, and the odors by a high, twining hedgerow of
some hardy, unfamiliar evergreen. Through the snaky weave of branches, which rose
higher than her head, she could see a reinforcing line of solid metad. The
wrought-iron fence was hidden by the plaited green and offered what was probably
the redl first line of defense for the House.

Wen pushed her face deeper into the living border. Here at the very trailing edge
of spring, the needles were sparse and a little yellow, alowing Wen a chance to peer



past them to see a large, rambling home of graceful proportions and weathered gray
stone. She grinned to see the lintels and archways constructed of the same glittering
black marble used on the other lord's house. But here it looked eegant and perfectly
suitable.

Wen sent her gaze around what she could see of the lawns and outbuildings. The
grass was dtarting to preen with color, and the flower beds showed spots of ydlow
and lavender. A kitchen servant was hurrying up from some back path with buckets
In her hands, so dairy cows were probably housed in those buildings that might be
barns, and the kitchen was no doubt situated at the rear left of the house. Two
soldiers slouched aong the walkway that led from the main gate to the wide double
doors that fronted the house.

Wen frowned. Only two guards in attendance? Hadn't Jasper Paladar learned
anything from the serramarra's mishap?

She turned to the left and strolled dong the perimeter, hoping to come across
barracks and perhaps atraining yard in the rear of the house. But the hedgerow grew
thicker and more tangled the farther she progressed, and eventudly the iron spikes
were replaced by dats of hammered metal. She could no longer catch any glimpses
of the yards surrounding Fortune.

Not that Wen cared anyway. The serramarra was no longer her concern, and the
decisions of her guardian were of supreme uninterest. Wen would be on her way in
the morning and have no cause to wonder about Karryn Fortunalt or Jasper Paladar

again.

Dawn brought rain, gentle and steady, and Wen was tempted to stay in Forten
City another day just to avoid the misary of traveling in wet weather. But choices like
that would turn her soft, and she couldn't afford to be soft. She made sure her
saddlebags were tightly buckled, she buttoned her coat dl the way to her throat, and
she gamdly set out into the unpleasant weather, just to prove she would.

She picked a southeasterly direction more or less a random and plodded aong
without any concerns about speed or efficiency. The rain eased off to a drizzle by
noon and had actualy stopped when she findly broke for a medal, though the road
was heavy with mud. She was far from the only one stubborn enough to trave in
bad wesether, for she overtook three or four wagons on the way, and pulled aside for
ahandful of oncoming vehicles. Not too many other solitary riders were out this day,
though, at least not that she'd encountered by the time the afternoon sun began tilting
over toward evening.

She was on a lonely stretch of road where dl the vegetation was low but tangled;
even the trees were twisted and scrubby as if too tired to stand up againgt the
constant wind. No doubt storms blew off the ocean fiercely enough at times to keep
the trees small and the shrubbery bent close to the ground.

She rounded a curve and amost rode over a smal, sobbing form sprawled in the
middle of the road.

Cursing, she sawed back on the reins, causing the horse to rear and whinny, but at
least the figure on the ground had time to roll out of the way of the thrashing hooves.
It took Wen a moment to calm the gelding, but when she was free to look around,
the person who had caused dl the trouble was standing at the side of the road,



watching her.

He was a child, maybe ten years old, terribly thin and ragged looking, with tousled
red hair and enormous dark eyes. His filthy clothes appeared to have been hacked
off with aknife to suit his frame, and even in this cool wegther, he was barefoot. Not
even Karryn had looked so desolate or desperate.

Wen did off her horse and approached him cautiously, not wanting to larm him.
"Hello there," she said in the voice she might have used to one of her younger
sisters. "Are you lost? What are you doing out here dl aone?!

Hetried and faled to swallow a sob. "My sister and | were on our way to Forten
City, but she got hurt,” he said in a pitiful voice. "l think her leg is broken. | tried to
make a camp — " He waved behind him to some vague place off the road. "But |
couldn't start a fire and there's no water and | think she's passed out. | thought |
could get somebody to help me, but no one will stop — " His tears welled up again,
though he tried manfully to suppress them. He wiped a dirty deeve across his eyes
and whispered, "Please, could you help us? Do you know how to set a bone?"

Wen glanced around once more at the empty countryside. If ever a place was a
perfect setting for atrap, thiswas it, and many an unwary traveler had been seduced
to his doom by the appeal of a plausible waif. But the boy looked so smal and frail,
and there was the dim possibility he was tdling the truth. "Indeed, | can set a bone,"
Wen said, "and | can make afire, too. Show me where she is and I'll have everything
sorted out in no time."

A smile broke through his grimy, tear-streaked face. "You will? Oh, this way, this
way'!" He scampered off the left edge of the road, through a maze of bushes, toward
what looked like a stand of sguat trees. Wen followed warily, one hand on her
sword.

The boy's sister was lying on the hard ground without even a blanket to protect
her from the dirt. She looked like she might be thirteen or fourteen. Her hair, a darker
auburn than the boy's, spread out in a tangle dl around her face, which was pinched
and pale. She lay on her side, one leg curled up under her, one stretched out stiffly,
as if it hurt. Wen didn't immediately see any sign of blood, which made the boy's
story even more questionable.

She kndt anyway and put a hand to the girl's forehead to check for fever. At that
instant, the girl's eyes flicked open, though she didn't move a muscle of her body.
She looked straight at Wen and whispered a single word. "Trick."

Wen leapt to her feet, pulling blades with both hands, and whirled around seconds
before she caught the crunch of feet in the undergrowth. Three bodies came
barrding around the scant cover of the short trees. All men, dl armed, only one of
them big enough to cause her problems. Wen jumped high, kicked the closest one
hard in the groin, and used the momentum of that maneuver to launch herself toward
his nearest companion. The first man went down grunting, but he'd be on his feet
agan soon enough. She had to work fast. Midair, she raked her knife across the
second man's throat, deep enough to kill him outright. Landing on her feet, she
raised her sword to counter the third man's assault.

He was the biggest of the three, and he looked dow and stupid. Certainly he
hadn't been prepared for his victim to turn into his attacker. "Back away,” she
snarled. "I'd just as soon not cut you down."



But her voice — or the redization she was a woman — was enough to spark his
rage, and he bellowed and lumbered forward, swinging his own sword in a
ham-handed arc. It was quickly evident that brute force, not skill, had shaped his
method of fighting. All Wen had to do was keep out of his way long enough to stay
dive, then dart past his flalling weapon to dice him hafway up his torso. Not a
deathblow. Gods, if she could keep from killing anyone else! But enough to slow
him down, to scare him, to make him lurch backward and stare down a the
blooming red on hisfilthy shirt.

The first man was on his feet and charging toward her, more lethd than his friend,
but gill not much of a chalenge. A few quick parries, two hard thrusts, and he was
yelping with pain and cradling his useless right arm against his chest. The man on the
ground never stirred.

“I'll kill you all," Wen said in a cold, cam voice, "if that's what you want."

The big man stepped forward, stepped back, looked uncertainly a his
companion. But this one — a scar-faced fellow with a mean expression — grasped his
sword in his left hand and dove for her again. Fury made him sloppier but more
dangerous, and Wen backed up a little to keep out of his way. She heard rustling
noises behind her and redlized that the girl was scrambling out of her path. No
broken leg after all, Wen thought, though she had little attention to spare for the
young plotters.

The evil-looking man suddenly made a lunge for her. Wen practicaly rammed her
sword againgt his in a hard parry before driving the tip of her own blade deep into
his heart. Surprise loosened his sneering scowl and he made a strange whimpering
sound as he collapsed to his knees. Wen wrenched her weapon free and spun
around to face the last remaining attacker.

But the big man was staring at her and backing away, waving both hands in front
of him as if to head her off. "No, no, no,” he said. "Stay away from me." And he
turned clumsly and went crashing through the bushes, making as much noise as a
troop of men. She could ill hear him even after she lost sight of him, and then there
was the sound of hoofbeats pounding into the dusk. They had horses, then, she
thought. Those will come in handy.

Best to make sure the ones she thought were taken care of were redly dead. She
strode between the bodies, but neither one had a pulse. Her mouth tightened as she
wiped her hands clean.

Three fights in the past week. Even by her standards, that was excessive. And this
one she hadn't asked for, though she'd been careless. She'd suspected a trap, but
she'd sill walked right into it.

She spun around to locate the children, haf-expecting them to have fled during
the melee. But no, there they were, huddled together in the shadow of one of those
amdl trees, looking worried and frightened. The girl, now standing on her obviously
uninjured leg, was almost exactly Wen's height and just as dirty as her brother.

Wen strode the few steps over to them and glared, hands on her hips. "Now," she
said inastern voice. "You just tdl me about your part in this little drama. Two men
dead because of you. Any reason | shouldn't kill you as well?"

They had no way of knowing that was an idle threat, but the boy, at least, looked
unimpressed. "It's good that they're dead — both of them!" he blazed, shaking



himsdf free from his sister's arm. "Howard beat us and Ricky was a terrible man! |
would have killed him myself, but Ginny wouldn't let me."

The chances of the little scamp killing anyone were absolutely zero, but Wen
narrowed her eyes. Had they been accompanying the older men by choice or
coercion? "Why were you traveling with them, then?' she asked, keeping her voice
stern. "And helping them scam poor travelers? Don't you think they could have killed
me?"

"They would have," Ginny said calmly. She pushed her auburn har back out of
her face and tried to look mature. It was the way she summoned an expression of
dignity that got to Wen. Such an old look on such a young face. "We've seen them
kill others. We told them we wouldn't help them, but then they — they — " She fel
dlent and pressed her lips together.

“They hurt Ginny," the boy said fiercely.

Wen didn't even want to know what dl the "hurting” had encompassed. "How'd
you end up in their care?' she said, making the last word ironic.

"Howard's our stepbrother,” Ginny said. "Our mother died last year." She
shrugged, letting Wen fill in what detail she wanted. "For a while, Howard took jobs
as a driver or afarm worker, but he couldn't keep them. The last few weeks weve
mostly been on the road. Like this."

"Thisisthe worst," the boy said.

"Like Bryce said," Ginny added, "it's good that they're dead."

Wen drew a deep breath. "Yes. | suppose it is. Now the question is What do we
do with the two of you?’

Bryce looked up at her expectantly, his big eyes confident. Why is he so sure I'll
help them? Wen thought irritably. But Ginny's face maintained its sober adult
expression.

"We can take care of ourselves,” she said. "Thank you for your assistance but we
don't need you anymore."

Bryce gave his sister an indignant look. "Yes, we do! We don't have money, or
water, or food, and we don't know where to go, and — "

"Well find our way," Ginny said in a hard voice.

"Wadll, you don't have to,” Wen said briskly. "I'm here, and I'm used to taking
over when the situation looks dicey." Ginny opened her mouth as if to argue, and
Wen grinned at her. "Don't even think about trying to get rid of me," she advised.
"Didn't you see me take on your stepbrother and those men? Can't you tel I'm a
fighter?'

"We don't need you," Ginny repeated.

"Don' listen to her," Bryce said. "We redly do."

Wen glanced around. Nothing at the campsite except a couple of dead bodies and
one threadbare duffel bag, which probably held everything the siblings owned. "I
thought | heard that other felow ride away,” she said. "Are there more horses?
They'd be useful.”

Bryce nodded eagerly. "Two more." His face fell. "We can't ride, though."

"Youl'l figureit out quick enough," she said unsympatheticaly. "You go get the
horses, bring them here. I'll check these two and see if they're carrying anything that
looks interesting. Then well trave a little way from here and make camp.” It was



closing in on night; they'd be doing al this in darkness if they didn't hurry. She
glanced around. " 'Cause | don't think any of us wants to try to Seep tonight
anywhere close to these fellows."

"Rather slegp next to them dead than dive," Bryce muttered.

Ginny hissed at him but he made a face, wholly unrepentant. Wen tried not to
grin. "Go get the horses," she repeated.

As soon as they moved off, Ginny lecturing Bryce in alow voice, Wen bent over
the bodies. The weapons weren't good enough to keep, but one of the men had a
purse full of money. Mostly copper coins, a few slver ones. Whether this was the
stepbrother or his associate, the money would ill serve as something of an
inheritance for the orphans, Wen thought. The other one had afew more coins in his
pocket, and a belt with a fine slver buckle, worth pavning somewhere. Wen snaked
it off his body and rubbed the leather in the grass to clean off the blood.

The children returned in about ten minutes with the horses. Both looked rather the
worse for age and ill-treatment, and one of them kept shying at the hdlter, trying to
bite Bryce. Wen sighed silently. She'd have to let one or both of the children ride her
own well-mannered gelding while she forced one of these hardmouthed brutes to
accept her commands. Tomorrow looked like an even less pleasant travel day than
today.

Although today was at least proving to be more interesting than she'd anticipated.
She was actually feding pretty good, she redized. Pleased with hersdlf for effecting
another rescue. For having something worthwhile to do. Pleased at the prospect of
having company over dinner. Even such miserable company as these two abandoned
children.

"How far do you think we need to travel tonight?' Ginny asked in a polite voice.
Whoever ther mother had been — and however ill-judged her decison to marry
Howard's father — she had tried to indtill a sense of mannersin her children. Or in her
daughter, anyway.

"Not more than haf a mile, I'm thinking,” Wen replied. "I just want to get away
from the smdl of blood and the attention of the predators who will be drawn to it."
She glanced at the horizon, where a thin line of white was the only evidence of
differentiation between land and sky. "Better start moving."

It was a matter of moments for Ginny to retrieve their duffel bag and for Wen to
round up her gelding, and then they began a dow procession away from the scene of
the attack. Wen didn't even have to think about it. She headed northwest, retracing
her morning's route. Back toward Forten City. She had no idea what she was going
to do with these souls that had fdlen under her protection, but surely they had a
better chance of surviva in the city. She would figure out what to do with them once
they arrived.

They made camp about twenty minutes later near another one of those stands of
stumpy trees. Bryce gathered wood for a fire while Wen unsaddled the horses and
started looking through the saddlebags. Three waterskins between them, dl full.
Excdlent. Some packets of rations, though the apples looked wormy and the bread
was green. The dried meat ill looked decent, though. A few pairs of shirts and
trousers that she didn't even bother to repack. Nobody would ever want to wear



those again.

She tossed the saddle blankets to Ginny. "Here. Spread those out. W€l deep on
top of two and under one, and that'll keep us warm enough tonight."

Most of the wood was damp and smoked before it would start, but eventualy she
had a fire going and food parceled out. Bryce ate so eagerly she started to wonder if
his stepbrother had starved him to make him play his part in today's charade. Ginny,
though she appeared to be equally hungry, took daintier bites and had to have
second helpings urged on her.

"We have plenty of food, and money to buy more when we get to Forten City,"
Wen told her. "Eat as much as you like."

The girl looked up at that. "We're going to Forten City?"

Wen took a bite of meat and chewed it carefully before answering. "Any reason
we shouldn't?"

“It's a pretty big place," Bryce said. He sounded apprehensive. "We could get
lost.”

So they were farm children, used to open spaces and, most likdy, hard work.
"Wdl, you won't get lost while you're with me," Wen said. "And I'll make sure
you're settled somewhere before | go.”

"Go where?' Bryce asked instantly.

Wen took another bite of meat. "Wherever | fed like going."

"Y ou're not from Fortunalt, are you?' Ginny asked. "Y our accent is funny."

"Tilt. You ever been that far north?"

Ginny shook her head. "Until our mother died, we'd never been more than five
miles from the farm."

"So I'm guessing you can milk cows, feed animals, work in the garden, dl that,"
Wen said.

Ginny nodded and Bryce rolled his eyes. "And chop wood and push the plow
and catch the pigsif they get out," he added.

"Y ou think we can find work in Forten City?' Ginny asked. She actually looked
hopeful for the first time since Wen had encountered them.

"Not looking like that, you can't,” Wen said. "But get you a bath and some clean
clothes, and | think we could find an establishment to take you in." She waggled her
head from side to side, considering. "The trick will be finding a place that's honest,
where the proprietor won't take advantage of you — in any way,” she added
meaningfully.

"Oh, Bryce will make sure of that," Ginny said.

That caused Wen's eyebrows to shoot up to her scalp. "What does that mean?"
she asked.

Ginny looked faintly annoyed, as if she wished she hadn't said anything. "Oh —
nothing. He's just a very good judge of character.”

Wen cut her eyes over toward Bryce, to find him trying to maintain an innocent
expression as he munched on an apple. "How good?' she said dowly. "Are you a
reader?"

The word hung over the fire for a good long moment before anyone answered.
Bryce and Ginny exchanged an extended look, in which he clearly communicated
something to her, and reluctantly Ginny nodded. "Yes," she said.



Wen's eyebrows were back up near her hairline. A reader could discern what
other people were thinking or fedling, no matter how much they tried to conceal. A
reader could sort a man's lies from his true tales or spy a woman's evil heart behind
her compassionate face. Cammon, considered the most gifted reader in Gillengaria,
could separate the good from the bad with no effort at al.

It seemed this lost boy could also. "You're amystic,” she said dowly.

Ginny looked alarmed — it hadn't been dl that long since mystics were persecuted
in Gillengaria, particularly here in the south — but Bryce nodded happily. "My mother
never believed me when | said | could tel what people were thinking, but Ginny
dways did,” he said.

Ginny put her arm around him protectively. "And he's aways right."

Wen thought it over. "So — when you stopped me on the road this afternoon — "

"l knew you would help us,” Bryce said with energy. "l waited and waited for the
right person to come by. There were lots of people who would have stopped, but
none of them would have been able to fight off Howard and the others. | knew you
would. | knew you wouldn't hurt us, either."

It had been bad enough to fdl into a trap, but to find it had been baited
specifically for her made Wen fed even more peculiar. And yet, somehow she had
the feding she'd been complimented.

"That's quite a skill," she said dowly. "I'd think somebody might pay you pretty
wdl for that."

"No," Ginny said swiftly, tightening her arm around Bryce's shoulders. "We never
mention he's a reader. Hell chop wood and work in the stables — and I'll cook or
clean or do whatever needs to be done — but we don't want to tel anyone he's a
mystic."

"Y ou might want to reconsider that,” Wen said gently. "The world has changed in
the last two years. | can think of someone who might want him just because he has
magic."

"Who?' Ginny asked sharply. "Who would need a mystic?'

The name that had ingantly popped into her head was Jasper Paladar. The
serramarra’s guardian might find it awfully handy to employ someone who could
warn him when unscrupulous characters showed up at Fortune's door pretending to
be friends. It was hard to know how much power little Bryce possessed, but enough
to benefit Karryn Fortunalt? Probably.

"Someone powerful who needs ardiable advisor,"” Wen said. "WEell think about it
while we ride to Forten City."

Ginny nodded tightly, and Wen gentled her voice. "Y ou can trust me, you know,"
she said. "At least — your brother knows that, and it's true. | won't let any more harm
come to you."

"l know," Ginny said. She gave Wen a straight look. "But | don't even know your
name."

Wen hesitated just a moment before replying. How blatant would a lie have to be
before this young mystic picked up on it? She phrased her answer carefully. "Some
people cal me Willa" she said. And since that was the truth, Bryce didn't contradict
her.

"Then, Willa, let me thank you for what you've done for us so far,” Ginny said



formally. "And we will trust you to see us safdly to Forten City."



Chapter 6

Neither child was comfortable sitting a horse, so the trip back to Forten City took
twice as long as it had taken Wen to cover the same distance. She put Ginny on the
gelding and placed Bryce before her on one of the outlaw's horses, but even so, their
progress was sow. By the time they took a late lunch, they were dl weary, and by
the time night fell, they were 4ill a half-day's ride from Forten City. They camped
out again and made an earlier start the next morning.

They could smell the sea long before they arrived at the city itself, and eventudly
dl the other scents of civilization began to drift their way. It didn't take a reader to
tdl that Ginny was getting more and more tense the closer they came to their
destination, but Bryce squirmed on Wen's lap, trying to catch the first glimpse of the
harbor town. Once it was in view, he drew ill, staring at it with mesmerized
fascination.

They clattered through the gates around noon and Wen ingtantly started looking
for accommodations. Someplace decent enough to offer food and baths, but not
grand enough to sneer at her disheveled charges. She found a suitable inn on the
outskirts of town, staffed by a harried woman and her incurious husband. Within an
hour, the children were washed, combed, dressed, and altogether more respectable.
Ginny had even put aragged ribbon in her auburn hair, still damp from the bath.

Wen sat them down on one of the two beds and poured out the coins she'd lifted
from Howard and Ricky. Bryce's eyes widened, but Ginny's narrowed; she knew the
vaue of each denomination and recognized that there wasn't much to crow over. "I
got this off your stepbrother and his friend, so you should have it," Wen said. "We
can aso sl the horses — though not for much — and the gear. Well get enough to
buy you each a new set of clothes and a few decent meas. Then we need to find a
place both of you can settle. Where you can do alittle work to earn your keep."

"l thought 1'd ask the innkeeper's wife," Ginny said in a quiet voice. "She looked
like she could use some help."

Wen nodded. "She did, at that. And we can stroll around Forten City, see if
anyplace strikes your fancy. Bryce can — " Wen waved her fingers over her head.
"See if he senses any spot that seems like a good place for you to land." Meanwhile,
she would seek out Jasper Padladar and see if he was more broad-minded about
magic than the erstwhile marlord.

"Y ou want us to go to that man who needs a mystic," Bryce said.

It redly was sort of annoying to have him pick that idea out of her head. She'd
have to ask Justin how he managed to shield his thoughts from Cammon.

No. Justin was living in Ghosenhall, and Wen never expected to see him again.

She shoved the thought aside. "I think that's an option,” she said evenly. "But it's
not the only one. | don't want you or your sister to have to do anything that makes
you uncomfortable.”

Ginny came to her feet. "Let's wak around the city," she said. "l've never been
here. Let's see what it's like."

At first both children were so overwhelmed by the sights of Forten City that they



crowded close to Wen, practically tripping her every time she took a step. Bryce's
eyes darted around nervoudy, and now and then he twitched a little, as if jerking
back from a danger that Wen couldn't see. She imagined that dl the sounds and
emotions of the city were pressing on him hard from dl directions. It might be like
the sense of assault she'd felt the first time she practiced in an actua training yard,
with men dl around her yelling and striking each other with amusical clangor.

But she'd gotten used to it quickly enough, and Bryce made a fast recovery, too.
Indeed, within an hour he seemed more intrigued than overwhelmed, and his bright
curiosity had resurfaced. Ginny remained subdued but determined. She looked
around at every new street they crossed as if trying to absorb and understand the
mix of opportunitiesit offered, both for good and for ill.

Somewhat deliberately, Wen led them first through the noisier parts of town, the
harbor districts and the commercial streets. Both of them, she could tel, were
relieved as they made their way west from the ocean, into neighborhoods that had a
little less bustle and a little more grace. By contrast, when they turned onto the wide
boulevard where Fortune was situated, the street seemed almost deserted.

Bryce, of course, figured out what she was doing and ran forward to press his
face against the living fence. "This is it?' he asked, trying to see through the hedge.
"This is the house where you want us to work?"

Ginny followed Bryce more sedately. She bent beside him to try to catch a
glimpse of the mansion. "It's very grand,” she said in a doubtful voice. "I don't
know that anybody here would want us."

"Grand people are the ones who like to hire grand skills," Wen replied. Then she
shrugged. "I don't even know if the people who live here would want to hire a reader
—and his sister. | just thought I'd show you the place. If you don't want me to make
inquiries, | won't. Well head on back to the man part of town and see what kind of
work we can find for you there."

Ginny hesitated, then nodded. They turned their steps back the way they'd come.
Ginny just set her shoulders and kept her attention on the street ahead of her, but
twice Wen saw Bryce look over his shoulder, gazing back at Fortune.

They took a couple of days to just play. Wen figured neither of the siblings had
ever had much time to enjoy themselves and would probably be in service the rest of
ther lives. Why not give them a treat now? So she took them to a museum to see
fancy bits of art and strange collections of weaponry. She found a park where a
troupe of actors performed comedic theatre outdoors every night. She paid the
captain of atrading vessel a smdl fee to let the children explore the length of his
ship, and then she hired one of his friends to take them sailing. Neither of them had
been near the ocean before, and Bryce got sick over the raling. But both of them
claimed to love the experience and asked her five timesif they might go again.

She sold the horses the first day, pawning the tack separately just in case anyone
would recognize the animas and their gear if they showed up together. The money
was good enough to cover the cost of a couple dresses for Ginny and two complete
sets of clothing for Bryce, as well as shoes for each of them. After two days of
good food, hot baths, new clothing, and the absence of fear, they looked like
completely different creatures. They looked like the children they must have been



back when their mother loved them.

"| talked to the innkeeper's wife today," Ginny said as they prepared to go to bed
on that second night. Bryce was aready dead asleep.

Wen nodded. "l saw you. Did she offer you a job?"

"Yes. Room and board for me and Bryce, and pay after we've proved ourselves
for three months."

"Wdll, that's fair. Does Bryce like her?"

"l didn't ask Bryce," Ginny said with quiet dignity. "I'm not so bad at judging a
person's character myself."

Now Wen grinned. "You are a pretty smart girl. Then are you going to take her
offer?'

Ginny was dlent for a long moment as she sat beside her deeping brother,
watching his face. Wen rested on her own bed across the room, waiting. "I want him
to have opportunities,” Ginny said at last. "Y ou might be right that the best place for
him is a nobleman's house. If he grows up as a tavern boy, hell be atavern boy his
whole life. If he serves amarlord — well — who knows what he might be?"

"It's not just Bryce we need to think about,” Wen pointed out. "You have your
life to look forward to."

Ginny shook her head. "l don't care about me. Bryce is the one | worry about."

"You'd better care about yourself. No one else is going to. Figure out what you
want and go after it, because it's not going to come looking for you." Wen was
surprised to hear the roughness in her own voice.

Ginny just regarded her with those big dark eyes. "Then why haven't you gone
after what you wanted?' She gestured around the room. "Because surely this wasn't
it

Wen closed her eyes and sank back on the bed. To be reduced to explaining
hersdf to a homeless girl! "I did for a while" she said on a sigh. "And it was
exceptional. My own fault that it turned sour."

"Wadll, can't you fix it?" Ginny asked.

Wen turned on her side, facing the wall. Let Ginny lock the door and blow out the
candle. "No," she said. "Not ever."

There was silence for a moment, and then the rustling sound of Ginny moving
around the room. Wen heard the girl settle on the bed again before she spoke once
more. "So — tomorrow? Will you go ask the noble if he's interested in hiring Bryce
and me?'

Wen opened her eyes and stared blankly at the darkness. Go beg a favor of
Jasper Paladar. Well, he owed her one. "I will. Go to deep, Ginny. Tomorrow will
be here before you know it."

Wen waited in Jasper Paladar's study, feding a little more nervous than she'd
expected. There had only been one soldier a the high, grillwork gate set into the
living fence, which she considered inexcusable, and as far as she could tdl, no
guards were posted near the house itself. If she'd been a mercenary, she could have
dipped through these hdls and corridors within minutes, found Karryn Fortunalt,
and abducted her with a minimum of resistance. It seemed some people were slow
to learn lessons.



It might have been hard to pick her way through the house, though, for her brief
glimpse of it between the front door and this study had shown it to be very
imposing. A broad staircase swept up from the central foyer, and halls branched off
both sides. The stairwdl itsalf spiraed overhead into a series of stories, each with its
own balcony overlooking the front entry hal. The interior of the house was nearly as
severe as the gray-and-black exterior, with white marble floors inlad with black
disks, heavy carved chairs and tables in the rooms Wen could see, and dark drapes
outlining every window.

She pivoted on one foot. This room wasn't quite as stark, possibly because it was
messy. A massive desk was littered with papers, while stacks of books and piles of
old letters made precarious columns on the floor behind it. A used wine goblet sat
on the desk next to a plate still containing a haf-eaten piece of bread and a hard
wedge of cheese that looked like it had sat out overnight. Must not be many mice
here, Wen thought, or that little feast would be gone by now.

When she heard footsteps, she straightened her posture and emptied her
expression, and she was ready with a little bow when Jasper Paladar stepped in.
Stupidly, her first thought was that she'd forgotten how tdl he was. Shed
remembered the beard, the brown-and-gray hair, the intdligent gray eyes.

"Willa," he said, and she found she'd remembered his deep voice as wdl. "I had
not expected to see you again, but I'm pleased to find you here." He put his head out
the door and she heard him ask for refreshments to be sent.

“I'm not hungry,” she said at once.

He came back inside, smiled, and shut the door. "Maybe not, but | am, and | can
hardly eat without offering you something. Have a seat.”

He gestured at the grouping of chairs closest to the window, and sat beside her
instead of behind the intimidating desk. His legs were so long she thought he could
stretch them out and reach the sll. Her own barely touched the floor. She fdt a
moment's resentment and quickly checked it.

"So have you been in Forten City dl this time since we saw you last?' he asked.

She shook her head. "No. | had no plans to come here, but | took a short-term
job guarding a shipment coming this way."

"And you decided to stop by and inquire whether Karryn made it safely back
once she'd left your care,”" he said, nodding as if that was perfectly reasonable.

She couldn't help a grin. "No, | have a question to ask you. But | do hope the
serramarra is home and doing well."

"Indeed sheis. Shell be sorry she missed you, however, since she's out visting a
friend who livesin the city."

Wen reviewed Karryn's artless conversation. "She has alot of friends."

"She has a lot of acquaintances,” Jasper Paladar corrected. "l don't know how
many of them are truly friends."

"l hope you sent a guard with her this time," Wen said before she could stop
herself.

He looked amused. "Is that why you came here? To check our fortifications?"

"No," she said — and then, because his neglect redly was crimind, "but they're

lousy."
"MPease. Fed free to give your opinion."



She gestured. "One guard a the gate? That wouldn't stop anyone! What would
happen to you if | decided to run you through? Is there anyone who could stop me?
How many soldiers are on the premises? Is there a training yard? |s there a captain?
Who's responsible for this place?' She shook her head. "Karryn's not safe, but
neither are you."

"Y ou've been spying on us, | see,”" he said in aleve voice.

"Not spying," she said shortly. "I walked by, and that's what | saw."

Hetilted his head to one side. "The offer is ill open,” he said. "I will hire you to
be my captain and give you free rein to overhaul the guard as you see fit. I'll give you
enough money to do it, too."

She pressed her lips together. "I don't want a job like that. But you ought to hire
someone to do it."

"Why are you here, then, if not to look for work?"

"1 don't want a position. But | have someone who might. Two someones. They're
young, but one of them at least has skills that might come in handy for a serramarra.”

His eyebrows rose again. "I've only had about ten minutes worth of conversation
with you over two meetings," he observed, "and you have never once said what |
expected you to say. Who are these young unemployed people with special talents?

That amost made her laugh. "A young mystic boy and his sister. | found them
alongside the road in adire Situation,” she said. "The boy is areader. He knew it was
safe to ask me for help. | can't tdl how strong his ability is— but that's an impressive
kill. The queen's consort is a reader, you know."

Jasper Paladar pursed his lips. "Indeed, | do know that. | had the opportunity to
meet Cammon a couple of years ago when he decided | was the one who should be
ingtalled at Karryn's side.”

"Did you not want the job, then?" she asked curioudly.

"Let us say, | did not expect the offer,” he replied. "I was happy enough on my
own estates following my own pursuits. Seeing Karryn through the tangle that is
Fortunalt politics — that has been a chalenge | would have been perfectly happy to
miss."”

"You could have refused.”

"l get the feding people do not often refuse the roya consort,” Jasper said. He
read her look of surprise and smiled. "Oh, no, he offered me no threat. Merely, he
presented the situation to me in such away that | could not turn him down. | could
not — so precisely had he judged my convictions and my honor. Some other man
might have told him no and felt not the dightest guilt.”

"He's a good man," Wen said in a subdued voice. "And Amdie a good queen.”
Though both of them were too young to be ruling the country. So much better, for
SO many reasons, if Baryn sill wore the crown.

"Yet they have inherited a mess in Gillengarial They do their best, better than |
would have expected, but —" Jasper shrugged, then he smiled again. "But that is not
what you came here to discuss with me. A mystic boy. You want me to hire him to —
what? Be my advisor? Sit in on my discussions with the serlords and merchants and
disgruntled landowners? The idea is quaint, my dear Willa, but impractical, don't you
think?'

She held on to her temper. "I hadn't redly thought about how he might aid you,



my lord. Just that he might be useful." She gave him a sharp look. "Or are you one
of those who despises magic?'

"I wouldn't stone a mystic in the streets, if that's what you're asking."

"WEell, these days, no one would, since the act has been made a crimind offense,”
she replied.

"And | never condoned such actions in the past. But I've never had any dealings
with mystics. Frankly, I'm not sure what good it would do me to employ such a
boy."

She leaned forward. "He's a weapon. You never know how youll employ a
weapon until the Situation arises.”

He settled back in his chair and gave her along look. "Wdll, now," he said at last.
"What an interesting thing to say. A soldier's perspective, | must suppose. | have
done my share of research, but | dways had an end point in mind. | was trying to
discover a fact, or understand a culture, or prove a theory. When | came across
something that did not materialy affect my investigation, no matter how unexpected
it might be, | put it aside. | did not want the distraction. Sometimes | went back to it,
if it was unusua enough, but then it merited its own review. | did not keep it on hand
just because | thought it might be valuable someday."

Wen preserved her silence, but privately she thought that was an unforgivably
shortsighted way to function. Who didn't pick up the odd bit of leather, the random
stone, the sharp scrap of meta that might one day be turned to good use? Who
didn't aways think about how something or someone might prove helpful or might
turn dangerous? How could anyone survive with such narrow focus?

"So. This boy. What can he do, besides read emotions?’

"The usua chores that you might have in a kitchen or stable," she said.

"And his sister? Her skills? How old are they, by the way?'

"I haven't actualy asked them, but Bryce looks to be about ten and Ginny three or
four years older. She can cook and clean and garden. They're both farm children.
They're used to farm chores. But they'll both work hard at any task you put before
them."

"And they're important to you why, exactly?'

She took a deep breath. "Because | found them and they trust me. And because
they don't have anybody else."

"And did you approach me because you truly thought | could use this boy's
services, or because you thought | owed you alittle charity?

Now she was angry, and she came swiftly to her feet. "You owe me a favor, but
hiring these two wouldn't be charity,” she said coldly. "They've already had an offer,
and anyone who hires them will have a good bargain. | thought to match a skill with a
need, but | didn't expect to be mocked for it. I'll find them other positions. Thanks
for your time."

During this speech, he had come rather more leisurdly to his feet. "Please don't
go," he said, as she turned for the door. "I'm willing to take in your charges on one
condition."

She'd taken two strides toward the exit, and she wanted to keep going. But even
more she wanted to find a secure place for Bryce and Ginny. So she halted and
swung around to face him, making no effort to hide her scowl. "What condition?"



"Y ou come to work at Fortune as well."

Her expression darkened. "I told you | don't need ajob."

"Maybe not, but obviously | have a job that needs you," he said. "My guard is a
shambles and | fired the captain as soon as | brought Karryn back. I've been making
Inquiries into bringing more soldiers into the House, but | haven't a clue how to
choose them or train them. You're right — Karryn's in as much danger today as she
was two weeks ago, and | clearly don't know how to protect her. You do. Take the
post, hire who you like, make the House safe. I'll take in your orphans. | think it's a
good dea."

Her mind was in such awhirl she was amost trembling. She hadn't stayed in one
place more than a few weeks since she'd left Ghosenhall, and the very thought filled
her with both longing and dread. Even if she accepted his offer, would she be able to
honor it? Would her restlessness drive her out into the night before she'd fulfilled her
contract?

"How long?' she asked tiffly.

"How long would it take to get my House guard in shape?"

"Six months at least."

"Then will you stay ayear?'

"No!" The word jerked out of her.

Hetilted his head again. "How long would you stay?"

She took a shalow breath. Her chest hurt too badly to alow a deep one. She
could not possibly put hersdlf in a position where people were counting on her to
keep them dive. "I'm not — It's best not to rely on me," she said, amost panting the
words.

He had to see her agitation, but he seemed intrigued, not aarmed. "And would
your young reader agree with that assessment?' he asked. "Or would he urge me to
hire you at any price?"

She glared a him and did not answer.

At that moment, there was a quiet knock on the door and a servant entered
bearing atray. "Ah. Our refreshments. Thank you very much," Jasper Paadar said.

The interruption left her confused, with emotions ill at a high pitch, but some of
her panic lessened as the servant arranged the tray and Jasper Paladar motioned her
back to her seat. Once the footman exited, Wen perched back on the edge of her
chair.

"You don't know me," she began.

"I don't," he said, handing her a fragile plate filled with a large dice of buttery
cake. The dainty china looked perfectly reasonable in his eegant long-fingered
hands, and perfectly ridiculous in her hardened stubby ones. "But |, too, am trying
to match a skill with a need. Y ou did not go to dl the trouble of saving Karryn just to
see her endangered again. | do not know how to protect her. You do. You are
obvioudly uncomfortable a the thought of committing yourself to any long-term
enterprise, and clearly not about to tdl me why. So | ask again, how long would you
stay? Take a bite and think about it."

Not sure she'd be able to choke down a mouthful, she obeyed. Oh, now, that was
amost excellent taste — rich and sweset, flavored with some spice that didn't seem to
have made its way to Ghosenhall. She had a second bite. "I don't want to make a



promise | can't keep," she said a last.

He seemed unconcerned. "I'm sure you wouldn't. How long? Three months?"

"No."

"One month?"

"Maybe," she said reluctantly.

He considered her. "Would you agree to a month and then, at the end of that time,
consider extending your contract? If the work was not done? Would that make you
fed less like you were choking, to leave the terms so open-ended?”

How could he know what it fdt like? She would have stared openmouthed, except
she was chewing another forkful of cake. "I don't know," she said at ladt.

"But the month you will agree to?"

It was along time before she answered. "The month | will agree to." She gave him
asharp look. "But you have to keep Bryce and Ginny even after | go."

He was amiling broadly. "Of course. They are only hostages to your acceptance,
not your continued employment.” He laid aside his plate and held out his hand.
"Welcome to Fortune."



Chapter 7

Senneth didn't bother knocking on the door of Cammon's study before she
strolled into the room. He had requested her attendance, and of course he knew she
was on the way — he knew the exact location of his closest friends at every moment
of the day, so it was impossible to come upon him by surprise. That had led some
of them to rather uncivil behavior, she feared. She and Kirra, at least, would just walk
in on him without ceremony, and Justin would storm into the room as if planning to
throw Cammon out the window. Donnal would enter silently, sometimes shaped as
the smallest of insects, and wait for Cammon to address him first. Of dl of them, in
fact, only Tayse showed Cammon any deference, knocking on doors and waiting to
be acknowledged. But alifetime of serving royaty had made it impossible for Tayse
to be rude to anyone near the throne.

Cammon had his back to her when she entered, and he was staring out the
floor-to-celling window that was one of the many charms of this smdl study. It had
been Baryn's favorite room, when he was aive, and its rich colors and plush decor
dill reflected the old king's taste. Amdie had been too comfortable in her own
pink-and-gilt study to relocate once she inherited the crown, so Cammon had taken
this room as his own. Not that you could find him there very often. He was a
wanderer, just as likdy to be on the streets of Ghosenhall or down at the training
yard watching the Riders work out as he was to be insde the walls of the palace
itself.

"You wanted to see me, liege?' Senneth asked, trying to make her voice
obsequious.

The question made him turn around, a scowl on his face. "Don't call me that."

She was wearing trousers, of course, so she couldn't manufacture a curtsey, but
she gave him avery deep bow, just to annoy him. "But you're my king."

"l am not! I'm the royd consort."

She stayed in a subservient posture. "The common people dl cal you King
Cammon. It's very mellifluous.”

"Wadl, the marlords and the serlords have too much respect for titles to do
anything so foolish. | order you to stop caling me that."

At that she couldn't restrain her laughter anymore, and she straightened up and
lounged againgt the door. "You're quick enough to clam the privileges of royalty
when you want something! Y ou order me!"

He gave her his familiar boyish grin. Two years of being royal consort to Queen
Amdie had changed Cammon in indefinable ways, but unless he worked very, very
hard at it, he Hill looked like a vagabond two days off a tramp ship in some
backwater harbor town. Unless his vaet had styled it just ten minutes previoudly, his
nondescript brown hair sill made a rather shaggy halo around his head, and his
clothes tended to magically wrinkle within an hour of being donned. His eyes had an
old and hard-won wisdom to them — but they aways had, Senneth reflected.
Cammon had probably been born knowing things none of the rest of them would
ever learn.

"Yes, | order you to treat me casually. Now st down and tdl me anything



interesting that's happened.”

She draped hersdlf across one of the chairs set against the wal and he collapsed
in another one nearby. "You know everything interesting that's happened,” she said.
"You know it before | do. There's no point in having a conversation with you."

He gave her areproving look. "I know what's happening with dl of you," he said.
"But | can't keep track of everybody."

"Wdll, let's see. | heard from my brother Kiernan, and dl's wdl in Brassenthwaite.
My brother Will wrote from Danalustrous — | assume you know he and Casserah are
expecting a baby?'

He nodded. "Kirratold me. Wel — " He shrugged and then he laughed.

"WEell, Kirra was excited to learn she'd be an aunt, and you could fed that even
though she's two hundred miles away, and so you knew it," Senneth filled in. "See? |
don't have to tdl you anything."

Hetried to assume an inquiring look. "Are the Riders back? Kdti and the others?"

"Y ou know they are! You met with them yesterday!"

"Amalie met with them. | didn't see them. What was their news?"

Senneth eyed him, leaned back in her chair, and didn't answer.

Hefalled to keep a smile from his face. "All right, | wanted to talk to you because
of the information the Riders brought back from the southern Houses."

She sat up alittle straighter. "At last. My king is honest with me."

“I'm not the king!"

She waved a hand, grinning. "You're too easy. What about their report intrigued
you?'

"Did you tak to them?"

"Tayse did. He said they reported dl was mostly wdl from Gisseltess to
Fortunalt, except that there sill seemed to be a high number of outlaws. Travelers
complain that it's not safe to journey in smal parties on minor roads. His guess was
that alot of these bandits are soldiers from the war who've falen on hard times."

"That was Amalie's opinion, too."

Shetilted her head to one side. "And so? What? Y ou want to expand the amnesty
programs?"

Cammon frowned and tapped his fingers againgt his thigh. "I wonder if there's
more to it than that," he said. "More reasons for unrest in the southern Houses."

Now he redly had her attention. "Y ou think there's instability? Like there was two
years ago? Mutiny?'

His face creased; he appeared to be having trouble articulating vague impressions.
"I'm not sure. | don't have a sense that anyone is plotting against the throne, but — |
keep thinking it would be worthwhile to make a visit. Get a closer 1ook."

"| thought that's what you just sent the Riders to do."

"l wouldn't want to just send Riders this time."

She opened her eyes wide. "Y ou think you should go?"

He nodded. "I'm the one most likely to pick up accurate impressions of what is
redly going on."

Neither Cammon nor Amdie had strayed far from Ghosenhall since the war ended
— not that they didn't want to. Their advisors were united in thinking it was a bad idea
for the queen or her husband to travel too far outside of the well-defended, walled



compound that housed the palace and a few hundred acres of property. But Amdie
had refused to let herself be so confined. She made a point of waking the streets of
the roya city a least once a week, and subjects from throughout Gillengaria
crowded aong her known routes to curtsey to her and throw flowers. Ever since she
had taken the throne, she had threatened to travel the circuit of dl of the Twelve
Houses, just to prove she was not afraid to do so. So far Senneth and Tayse and
Amdi€e's uncle Romar had convinced her that it was wiser to stay at home where her
Riders knew every dley and hazard.

Senneth hadn't expected their pleas to hold Amdie in place forever. In fact, she
was surprised they had worked this long. Amdie, though the most agreeable and
easygoing of monarchs, was unbelievably stubborn when she believed she was right.
And she was determined to be the people's queen, accessible to dl her subjects.

But with the realm ill so unsettled...

"It's arisk," Senneth said. "Especialy if there are redly outlaws crowding al the
thoroughfares of Gillengaria.”

"I'll take a few guards with me," Cammon said.

"A few!" she exclaimed, before redizing he was joking.

"You and Tayse. The two of you aone could keep me safe. Queen's mystic and
Queen's Rider."

Senneth pressed her lips together. "I'm not the mystic | once was," she said
quietly.

He held his hand out and she dowly gave him hers. Her skin was ill warmer to
the touch than his — than anyone's — but it burned at nothing like the fever pitch that
used to scorch others when her magic was a its hottest.

"l haven't seen you cal flame for a couple months now," he said. "Are you getting
stronger?”

She pulled her hand away. "A little."

"Show me."

She clenched her fingers a moment to fed the heat build in her veins, then splayed
them fast. Fire danced from every fingertip and encased her arm like a writhing red
glove. She touched her hand to a pile of papers on his desk, and they went up in
flames. She leaned toward the window and set the curtains on fire. The temperature
in the room rose appreciably, and the smell of smoke was very strong.

"These days | can't set anything on fire unless | put my hand to it," she said. "I
used to be able to fling fire hafway across a city."

"Can you ill put out any firein the vicinity just by willing it?" he asked.

"Oh, yes," she said, and curled her fingers again. Every blaze in the room went
out. The curtains, the papers on the desk, showed no sign of charring. "But that's
not quite as satisfying as causing an inferno to begin with."

“I'm wondering," he said, "just how much additional power you might be able to
summon if you were in a desperate battle."

She gave him a somewhat sour look. "I've wondered the same thing, but since
I've no wish to be in a desperate battle, | hope | don't find out."

"At any rate, you have plenty of magic for what | need," he said. "Which is to
accompany me on atour of the southern Houses."

"And you want to do — what? Vist Gisseltess, Rappengrass, and Fortunalt? Go



looking for malcontents? What are you going to tdl the marlords and marladies as
you start poking through their properties?”

“I'll say I'm trying to determine how safe it would be for the queen to make such a
tour later in the year."

"Cammon!" Now she practicaly jumped out of the chair. "You don't mean that,
do you?'

He gave her a limpid look. "Of course | do. You know Amdie wants to travel
throughout Gillengaria. She won't wait much longer. But I'd like to know that the
roads — and Houses — are secure before she sets out."

She took a deep breath. Tayse wasn't going to like this. Although Tayse was
adways practical. If the queen insisted on touring the southern Houses, Tayse, too,
would want to make sure the countryside was swept clean of brigands and rebels.
"Well. Naturdly Tayse and | will come. Do you want to wait till Justin comes back
from the Lirrens? Y ou know he won't want to be left out.”

Cammon gestured. "I'll let him know he should meet us a Gissdl Plain.”

"l don't know how many Riders Tayse will want you to have — and then a whole
complement of royad soldiers in addition — wdl, well just let him decide the
numbers,” Senneth said. "lsn't there some law about how many Riders have to
aways remain with the king or queen?"

"That's what Amdie says,"” he answered. "There must aways be forty Riders
available to guard the monarch. So | guess | could take nine with me."

Forty-nine Riders, Senneth thought. There should have been fifty, but eight had
died in the war and four had left the roya service once the fighting ended. Not
unexpectedly, there had been a host of candidates who presented themselves in
Ghosenhall, auditioning for this most prestigious post, but Amdie had only dowly
rebuilt her dite guard. It was atight, dmost mystical bond, the connection between
ruler and Rider. Riders were unswervingly loyal, more dedicated to ther king — or
queen — than to ther own lives, in return the monarchs trusted their Riders
absolutely. It was not a casua thing to accept an individud into such intense service.
It was a compact that had never been betrayed, and as far as Senneth knew, a Rider
never |eft his ruler's service unless he or his sworn liege was dead.

There had been plenty of promising young soldiers eager to fill that fiftieth slot,
but Amaie had stopped auditioning new candidates. "l have a full complement of
Riders," she said if anyone asked. Everyone knew that there was one missing.
Everyone knew that Amaie would not replace her.

"Wdl — nine Riders — surely you'll be safe then," Senneth said. "How quickly do
you want to leave?'

"How quickly do you think Tayse can put together a detail?'

She grinned. "Within the hour, liege, if you're in a hurry.”

He laughed. "I think we can take a day or two to organize ourselves. At any rate, |
can't leave for two weeks, because there is that dinner Romar wants me to attend."

She came to her feet. "Then that gives Tayse plenty of time to prepare. I'll tdl him
to plan his route and pick his men."

"And women," Cammon said.

She gave him an inquiring look.

"l think Janni should come with us," he said.



"Certainly. Any particular reason?’

He considered. "l think she'd enjoy the trip."

So there was a reason but he didn't want to tdl her. For someone who made it
Impossible for others to concea their thoughts, Cammon could be maddeningly
uncommunicative at times. But there was no hardship in including Janni on any long
excursion. The young Rider was cheerful, skilled, and able to hold her own with
anyone, verbaly and physically — even Justin. "Anyone else you'd like us to invite
for crucia but unnamed reasons?' she asked swestly.

He just gave her that boyish smile again. "I don't think so."

"All right. Well be ready to leave whenever you want us."



Chapter 8

Wen stood outside the training yard at fortune and watched her new recruits with
acritica eye.

They were not, so far, much to look at. Wdll, neither was the yard. She had
Insisted on having a couple acres of the perfectly well-tended lawn ripped up, fenced
off, and turned into a practice fiedd where the men under her command could hone
their skills. Now the field was churned and muddy, just as atraining yard should be
—more so today because of the rain the night before.

The men gamdly battling it out were dready covered to their knees in wet dirt, and
more than one had dipped on the dick surface and gone crashing down. Good.
Plenty of skirmishes were fought on unfriendly terrain. They had to be prepared for
bad weather and unforgiving ground.

Though at the moment, they didn't look prepared for anything. It had taken Wen a
week to assemble this lot, presumably the best Forten City had to offer. She had
rather enjoyed the recruiting process, for she had what amounted to unlimited funds
and a prestigious position to offer; the men she had approached in taverns and aong
the docks had listened with interest as she outlined her proposal. | want twenty-four
of the best fighters in Fortunalt to come work for the serramarra Karryn. You have
to be prepared to work harder than you ever have before, and you must swear
absolute loyalty to the House. But you'll be amply compensated, and you'll have
pride in your work....

She'd dismissed the sorry remnants of the guard who had been at the House when
she arrived. Although she had invited them dl to audition for the new force, none of
them had — but more than a hundred strangers had taken up the offer. A handful of
them were women, which pleased her because Wen had specifically sought to add a
femae element to the guard. She knew from her own experience that a woman's
physica strength could rarely match a man's, but many times an encounter depended
on agility, guile, and speed, in addition to training, and the women among the Riders
had aways been exceptional on those counts. Besides, she thought it would be good
for Karryn to see women among her soldiers. It would remind the serramarra that
just because she was female, she shouldn't consider hersalf helpless.

It had been easy to winnow out the applicants who were completely unqualified.
And it was not particularly hard to pick out the ones she had no interest in hiring —
the arrogant, the untrainable, the evil-tempered. The red trick was finding the raw
materid that she could mold into a fighting force: the young woman who'd never
held a sword but had an uncanny aptitude, the brawny brute who had never learned
to temper his strength with finesse. Most of the time she was just guessing.

On awhim, she'd invited Bryce to attend the find auditions to see if he had any
observations to offer. He seemed gratified by her trust and planted himsaf on the
top ral of the raw wood fence encircling the yard, and he sat there dl morning with
his face screwed up in concentration. When she had the fighters take a break around
noon, Wen hopped onto the ralling next to him and mussed his red hair.

"Wdl? Any thoughts?

He looked apologetic. "l can't tdl who's any good,"” he said. "I thought 1'd just be



able to know who ought to be a fighter, but it's dl too fuzzy. There's too much
spinning around.”

Wen was a little disappointed, but she grinned a him. "That's dl right. | can tdl
who the fighters are. | just thought you might know — " She shrugged. "Something
about them that's important,” she ended lamely.

"Wel, | know who | don't like," he said.

That was more like it. "Who? And don't point. We don't want anyone to know
we're talking about them."

"That big man. Who doesn't have any hair. He's mean."

Wen glanced casudly at the large bald fighter who, even at the med break, was
practicing his two-handed swings. He was one of the better combatants on the field,
certainly one of the more experienced, and she'd mentdly put him on the list of
findigs. "Everybody seems mean when they're fighting,” she said.

"You don't. And he's just — he reminds me of Howard."

She knew it was a common thing for a private guard to include a few bullies and
outright sadists — the soldier's life attracted folks who reveled in violence. But the
best soldiers had no taste for cruelty. They could be ruthless; it went without saying
that they were willing to kill. But they never killed lightly, or enjoyed it, or found
excuses to inflict pain. Tayse had aways been her idea of the perfect soldier,
extraordinarily skilled, absolutely fearless, yet deeply thoughtful. Tayse would not
tolerate a vicious man in his barracks.

Nether would Wen. She nodded at Bryce. "Thanks for teling me. We don't want
men like Howard in our guard.”

He gave her a shy smile. "Maybe I'm wrong."

She shrugged. "And maybe not. Anybody ese you don't like?'

"No, not redly. Oh, but I'll tdl you who | do like. That mystic woman."

She gave him a sharp look. "What? Who's a mystic?'

"The woman over by the fence, cleaning off her shoe."

Wen let her eyes travedl around the yard until they came to rest on the woman
Bryce had indicated. Huh. She was a few years older than Wen, a few inches taler,
and a few pounds heavier. She'd acquitted herself wel enough, but Wen had
considered her a little too dow to ever make a top-flight soldier. But if she was a
mystic...

"What's her power?"

"l can't tdl. Does it matter?"

"l guess not." Wen watched her awhile longer. The woman carefully checked her
sword and carefully sheathed it before joining the others a the lunch cart.
Thoughtful. Cautious. Both good traits in a guard. "Anybody else? What do you
think of that boy over there? Looks like he's not much older than Ginny."

"l think he's smart," Bryce said.

"And that man? The one with the red vest?"

She led him through the fifteen or so she'd picked out as her best prospects and
found that — with the notable exceptions of the bald man and the mystic woman —
their impressions mostly tallied. She couldn't decide if she should be more pleased
with Bryce or with herself for their ability to read other people.

After the lunch break, she dipped back into the yard, paired up combatants again,



and chose the big man as her own opponent. She hadn't gotten this close to him
before, and now she focused on trying to determine persondity through fighting
style. He was reckless, and he wasn't intimidated by the fact that, if she hired him,
she'd be his captain. In fact, the sneer on his face as he bored in for a mock kill
made her think he probably had no high opinion of femae soldiers and probably
wouldn't take orders from her dl that well. It was a problem she expected to have
with most of the men, at least a first. Once she'd defeated them al a few times on
the practice field, she'd have earned their respect.

She knew that because that was how she'd been forcing mae soldiers to respect
her for pretty much her entire career.

This fellow was pigheaded, though; she could read it in his face. As she led him
through gradually more brutal exercises, breaking through his defenses every time,
his sneer grew more pronounced. He couldn't believe she would continue to outfight
him; he was determined to smash her down. His swings became wilder and his
intention more obvious. The second time Wen stepped hastily away to avoid having
her skull split in two, he gave her awolfish grin.

"Afrad?' he said, his tone taunting. "Thought a professional like you could beat
back any of us."

"Careful," she warned. "You're pushing it to the point where one of us is redly
going to get hurt. I'd just as soon not have my shoulder broken the first week | try to
get my guard in shape." What she redly meant was, I'd just as soon not have to
open up your guts right here in front of everybody, but she was trying to phrase it
politely.

"Hazard of the career," he said, and swung mightily.

She didn't even try to parry. She ducked back, waited for the momentum to carry
him too far, and then darted in to carve the right side of his rib cage open. He
howled in fury and staggered sideways, clapping a hand to his bloody side. "You
bitch!" he cried. He took a few stumbling steps toward her, but she wasn't worried.
A man like him couldn't fight with a wound like that. Tayse could have — Tayse
could have cut her down if his right aam had been sawed off, and Justin wouldn't
have even bothered dowing down for such an injury. But this man was made of
weaker materid.

"l thought | made it clear that no one was going to try to kill anyone," she told him
camly, as he gasped to a hat before her. Everyone else had stopped fighting to
watch the encounter. "L ooked to me like you were trying to land areal blow."

"You crippled me!" he cried.

Wen motioned over the footman who had been assigned to her, to carry
messages, run errands, and look after her money. "You'll be paid for your time and
inconvenience," she said coolly. "But | think it's time you were gone."

He blustered, cursed, and threw down his borrowed sword before stomping out
of the yard. His performance put everyone else a little on edge, but Wen alowed no
trace of her own temper to show on her face. "Back to partners,” she called out, and
the fighting began again.

Before long, she picked her way through the grunting bodies and singled out the
mystic woman. "Take a few rounds with me," she said, and the woman's opponent
peeled away. "What's your name?"' she asked as they fdl into position.



"Moss," the woman replied.

It was a strange name and she was a strange woman. Her hair and her skin were
pale, but her features were not particularly delicate. She had round cheeks and a
squat nose and a full mouth hardly defined at dl by her wispy shoulder-length hair
and practicaly invisble eyebrows. There was a look of stolidity to her, as if she
clumped around in heavy work boots and heaved newborn calves out of stalls.

"Take aswing,” Wen invited, and they were engaged.

Moss was strong, but a little slow. Wen could have killed her three times over.
Yet the woman kept hacking away, apparently not tired at al from a haf day's hard
exercise. Endurance was as good as skill much of the time, and Wen could probably
improve Moss's ability enough to make her a decent fighter. Never a great one,
though. She just didn't have the speed.

Wen signaded that the bout was over, and Moss immediately desisted. "You've
done alittle fighting," Wen guessed.

Moss nodded. "Not anything fancy. Just protecting myself and my people.”
When Wen raised her eyebrows at that, Moss continued willingly enough, "Used to
run caravans across Gillengaria. Had to fend off bandits from time to time."

"Ever lose a cargo?"

Moss shook her head. "No."

"I have a delicate question,” Wen said, and wasn't surprised to see Moss's face
shutter up. Wen glanced over her shoulder; no one was near enough to hear. "And
you don't have to answer. But someone just whispered in my ear that you might be a
mystic.”

Moss's face grew even harder. "Mystics aren't too welcome in Fortunalt.”

"They say the queen's a mystic and so is her consort,” Wen said. "A lot safer to
possess magic these days than it was before the war."

Moss's pae green eyes narrowed. "Are you saying you wouldn't mind?’

Wen shrugged. "I'd like it. | got used to working with mystics, afew posts back."

Moss hesitated a moment, then nodded abruptly. "I am. | don't talk about it
much. It's never been a safe topic.”

"What can you do?"

"Lift things. Move them." She jerked her head toward a pile of unused gear at the
edge of the yard. "Could shift dl those swords to the other side of the fence."

This was a new one on Wen, who had mostly been familiar with shape-changers
and readers and fire mystics, but she could ingantly see such a power had
possibilities. "You don't have to demonstrate now, in front of everyone, but I'd like
to see that sometime," Wen said.

For the first time, Moss offered a tentative smile. "I don't mind saying it's a sKill
that's come in handy more than once. Though learning to master it when | was a little
girl =" She shook her head. "I wasin for more than one beating."

Wen ingantly made up her mind. "Would you take a job with the House guard, if
| offered?’

Moss's face closed up again. "I'm not as good as most of the others. | saw that."

"You're not,"” Wen said honestly. "But sometimes things matter more than raw
talent. | can make you good enough — and you can bring me something extra. But
you'd have to be loyal. You'd have to cut your other ties and make this House and



this serramarra your foremost consideration. I'd hope you'd make it a lifetime
service, but a the very least, you'd have to commit to one year."

Inside her, a voice was screaming with laughter. Demanding a year of service from
others when she hersdlf could barely promise a month! Preaching loyalty, when she
had spectacularly broken her own oath! The gods, as she had aways suspected, had
amalicious sense of humor.

But Moss was nodding, her movements jerky but her pale eyes dight. "I will," she
said. "I'll practice every day. I'll fight hard. Youll see. Youll be glad you trusted
me."

Wen dready was.



Chapter 9

The very first day she'd begun recruiting, Jasper Paladar had invited Wen back to
his untidy office to discuss what she'd found. She quickly learned that he expected
her to come by every evening and make a report. She was surprised but, in generd,
approving. If she reported daily, she would tell him small details she might otherwise
forget to mention. Those details might mean something to him that they did not mean
to her.

The evening after she hired Moss, it was clear Lord Jasper had had his fill of
formality. When she stood in his office and began recounting the events of the day,
he gestured at the chair across from his desk. "Oh, by the Pale Lady's Slver eye,
take a seat,” he said impatiently. "l can't be staring up a you for hdf an hour,
wearing a solemn expression. It's not in my nature.”

She perched on the very edge of the chair, keeping her back straight. Tayse used
to gt in the presence of King Baryn, she knew, and she imagined Justin was very
casua with Cammon, for they had been great friends before Cammon married the
queen. But it didn't seem quite right to her. She'd managed to be relaxed around
Amdie when the girl was a princess, but she'd dways been stiff and forma when
Baryn was in the room.

Of course, Jasper Paadar was hardly a king.

To overcome her awkwardness, she plunged right in. "l think I've narrowed it
down to the fighters | want," she said. "I offered five of them contracts on the spot
today, and they dl accepted. | think I'll have nineteen or twenty after the next couple
of rounds, but the rest don't seem good enough to even try to improve.”

"And is twenty not enough?'

"To start with," she said. "I'll keep looking."

"So who did you hire today?"

"Three men who've obviously seen service, probably in the war. My age or alittle
older, and they look like they'll be steady and dependable. A boy who's not much
older than Karryn and who'll need some seasoning, but, sweet gods, helll be good.
And a woman."

Jasper looked only mildly surprised, but he nodded encouragingly.

"She's amystic,” Wen continued. " She's able to lift things without touching them.
| had her give me a demonstration after everyone else had cleared out. She could
pick up arock that weighed ailmost as much as | do and hold it in the air at the height
of my head for five full minutes."

Now a smile played around Jasper's mouth. "Has this been your plan dl aong?'
he asked. "To infiltrate my house with every brand of magic? What's next — a
fire-breather like that woman who advises the crown?’

"Senneth doesn't breathe fire," Wen shot back, annoyed. "And | haven't planned
anything. It's just that | realized she had a special skill, and | thought we might be
able to turn it to good use."

"Make her into a weapon," he said, nodding. His voice was grave but she could
tdl he was Hill laughing.

That made her st back in her chair, cross her arms, and regard him with a certain



smolder. "If you knew the first thing about fighting," she said, "you would redize
that sometimes the weapon is as important as the soldier.”

He held his pams out in a gesture of surrender. "l defer to your expertise,” he
said. "l would not have employed you otherwise. So when do you expect to make
the rest of your hires?’

"Tomorrow or the day after. There are one or two | am ill not sure of. And |
would like —" She hesitated.

"Y es? Please speak fredy at dl times, Willa."

"I would like to hire a second in command,” she said. "Someone who could help
me with the training and who would bring a little more experience into the mix."
Someone who might be willing to stay on after | am gone.

He might have heard the unspoken words. Jasper Paladar was no reader, but he
had an ar of shrewdness that led Wen to think he dways had a far idea of what
other people were thinking. Or at least, what she was thinking. " Someone to provide
alittle continuity when we have personnel changes,” the lord said smoothly. "Yes, |
quite see that. Did you have someone in mind?"

She nodded. "Man | worked with briefly just a couple weeks back. A veteran. If
hell take the job, you'll be able to count on him to stay.”

Jasper Paladar nodded and leaned back dowly in his chair. He regarded her long
enough to make Wen start fidgeting. "Tell me, Willa, I'm curious. How did you
come to be a soldier?’

She uncrossed her arms to make an uncertain gesture with her hands, then laid
them on her thighs. "I could fight. | was good at it. | liked it."

"But what was the point?"

She looked at him, uncomprehending.

"l mean, why fight unless you have a cause to fight for? You need to defend
yourself or your property or the people you love — very well, | understand that. You
meet a charismatic marlord and you believe in his vaues and you believe in his
honor, so you take up a sword to keep him safe. | understand that as well. You see a
helpless girl being abused by a rapacious abductor — catch up your sword and go to
it! Cut that man down! But those are causes, do you see what | mean? Those are
situations that can inspire you. Why fight just to be fighting? | don't understand the
dlure

She was practically gaping at him. She had never attempted to explain what drew
her to the soldier's life — had never given it a moment's thought. "But — you can't
serve such a cause unless you have the skills to begin with," she said, ssumbling over
the words as she tried to put the concept together. "You have to train yourself to be
ready."

"You see, that is where you lose me. Why would it ever occur to you to make
ready in the first place? If you did not know whose honor you would be defending,
how could you care enough to take up arms to protect it?"

She was having a hard time following the argument. "1 suppose | dways believed
there would be people and places worth fighting for," she said.

"And how do you discover them?' he asked. "Have you ever found someone or
something that you believed in ardently enough to defend with your life?!

Wen pressed her lips together. He had been careful, till now, not to ask her for



any details of her history, but she knew he must have been curious from the very
start. "There have been times, of course, when | took a job merely for the money,”
she said quietly. "Soldiering is a profession like any other. But | never hired on for
any master | despised, nor fought for any cause that was dishonest. | can respect
every choice | made."

His voice was very soft. "Then why do you hate yourself so much now?'

She was so stunned that at first she just stared at him, then she jumped to her feet.
He stood up just as rapidly as she did and said in an authoritative voice, "Stay a
moment, Willa. We're not quite finished with the conversation."

She stayed where she was, but she was trembling. "You are finished with me,"
she said.

He shook his head, keeping his gaze fixed on her face. "Y ou are committed to me
for amonth, and | hold you to your promise,” he said.

"My promise did not include being accused and interrogated.”

"Oh, come now. | think | have been the most lenient of employers. I've scarcely
asked you a word about your background. For dl | know, you've used your
formidable skills murdering folks from Danaustrous to Coravann. | have not
required references, I've given you my absolute trust. All 1 asked was for you to
answer a smple question.”

She was dlent, forcing him to repet it.

"Why do you hate yoursalf so much?

"l wasn't aware that you thought | did," she ground out. "From now on, | will try
to appear like my own best friend."

He smiled dightly; it was not, of course, ared answer. "And do you, in fact, have
abest friend?' he asked.

Wen fdt her stomach harden as the blow hit. Janni had been the one she was
closest to, but they had dl been comrades of the highest caiber. So many of them
dead now, and dl of them lost to her forever. "l did,” she said. "We've been parted
for afew years."

"Family? Anyone you keep in touch with?"'

This question she at least could answer. "My parents and most of my brothers
and sisters dl livein Tilt. | try to write them every week or two."

"And have you written them since you've been in Forten City?"

"Yes, of course | have."

"No letters have come to Fortune in reply."

Wen hit her lip. "l had them sent to a posting house in the city," she admitted.

"l suppose you thought | would intercept and read your mail," he said, his voice a
little stern.

She redlized she could not just say no and have him accept the answer. "l have
gotten in the habit of moving around so much,” she said, and even this reply was
oblique. "I dways find some loca establishment and ask them to accept my mail —
and then forward it on once | am gone. Many freelance soldiers do the same. | hate
to make you ded with letters that might come once | have moved on."

"l do not want you to think that your privacy will be compromised while you are
here," he said serioudly.

She bowed her head. "I didn't think it. | didn't intend an insult.”



"You just intended to be able to flee in the night without leaving behind any loose
ends, should such a course of action seem advisable."

That jerked her head right up — but, in fact, she couldn't deny it. "If you find me
or my work unsatisfactory, tdl me so," she snapped. "Otherwise, just let me do the
job | was hired for and don't meddie in my life."

So much for showing proper deference to her employer. Jasper Paladar 1ooked
amused again.

"l was actudly born to be a meddler as much as you were born to be a soldier,"
he said, his tone amost apologetic. "I don't think | can promise not to irritate you
now and then as | try to pry beneath your very prickly surface. But how is this for a
bargain? You may fed free at any time to refuse to answer, or speak quite rudely to
me — as long as the topic is yourself. On any other subject, of course, | insst on
complete openness. But in exchange for that privilege, you must promise not to
threaten to break your contract whenever | annoy you with my inquisition.”

She stared a him. "You are the strangest employer I've ever had. Or is it just
because you're noble that you talk like this?'

"l think you would find that, even among the Thirteenth House, | am considered
unusual," he said, smiling again. "Do we have a deal 7"

"l suppose so," she said ungracioudly. In fact, she felt a secret rush of relief. She
had been prepared to stalk out the study door and stride out the front gate, pausing
only to pick up her gear, but she hadn't redly wanted to. She was invested, just a
little, in the notion of melding her own corps of fighters from a highly eclectic group.
She wanted to see what Moss was capable of, she wanted to explore more of
Bryce's abilities. She was not ready yet to leave Forten City — or Fortune itself.

"Good. Then | will see you tomorrow evening for your next report,” he said,
seeting himsalf behind his desk.

She made another stiff bow and left his study.

Karyn caught her before Wen had made it three steps down the hal. "Willal |
wanted to talk to you!"

Wen paused, absolutely mystified about what to expect from Karryn — as aways.
Karryn had seemed delighted to learn that Wen was joining the household, though
aghast a the measures Wen expected her to take to maintain her safety. Among
other things, Wen had set the rule — and Jasper Paladar had agreed to enforce it —
that Karryn would never accept a social engagement or invite a guest to the house
without first informing Wen. Already, Wen had been treated to a range of Karryn's
attempts to overturn this law — wheedling, sullenness, mockery.

“This is why everyone hates sixteen-year-old girls” Jasper Padadar had
commented without any heat after observing one of these displays. "Do your best."

"Good evening, serra," Wen greeted her cautioudly.

"Did my uncle tell you that I'm going to the Coverroe house tonight?' Karryn
asked in atoo-casual voice.

"He didn't, and you're not, unless you give me an hour to eat and change so | can
accompany you," Wen said pleasantly.

Karryn frowned and her hands made fists of irritation. "It's the Coverroes, Willa"
Karryn repeated. "I'm absolutely safe there.”



"l don't know who the Coverroes are."

"Lindy Coverroe is my best friend. I've told you about her a dozen times. You
met her last week."

Wen rapidly reviewed the visitors who had come by Fortune since she had been
in residence. Lindy Coverroe must be the giggling blonde with the rosy cheeks who
had seemed to find Wen's presence in the house so odd. "I'm sure she's harmless,"”
Wen said. "But that doesn't mean everyone else at her house is friendly toward you."

"Her mother is one of the most loyd vassals to House Fortunalt!" Karryn
exclaimed. "Thirteenth House nobility!"

"And the man who abducted you is a devvaser,” Wen replied.

Karryn flounced where she stood. "It's not the same thing."

"It's exactly the same thing."

"Are you going to follow me everywhere for the rest of my life?"

"Me or one of the other guards,” Wen said cheerfully. "Get used to it."

Karryn pivoted prettily on one foot. "Mother! Willawon't let us go to Lindy's!"

Wen braced hersdlf for the marlady's arrival on the scene. She hadn't had many
encounters with Serephette Fortunalt since she'd arrived, but those few had been
memorable. The woman was attractive in a lean, graying way — it was easy to tdl that
she and Jasper Paladar shared a heritage — but Wen was convinced she was utterly
mad. Her huge eyes were sunken beneath sharp, jutting brows; her chiseled cheeks
showed so little color that she dways appeared absolutely haggard. She had a rather
regd carriage and could turn a corner with mgestic grace, as if she was used to
being announced at grand assemblies, but dl her movements were nervous and a
little haunted. Wen imagined that living for a couple of decades with Rayson
Fortunalt would be enough to turn anyone into a fidgety lunatic, but it didn't make
the marlady any easier to dea with.

Serephette Fortunalt came sweeping down the hdlway with her usual proud step,
the heavy folds of her ornate dress faling perfectly around her form. "Captain
Willa?' she said. "What is this my daughter is telling me? Naturaly we must go to the
Coverroes. We accepted the invitation weeks ago." The marlady's voice dways had
a tremolo throb to it, as if she was about to burst into tears or admit a shocking
secret.

Wen spoke with polite firmness. "I never said she couldn't go. Only that she must
wait for me to accompany her." She glanced at Karryn, who had hurried up beside
her mother. "If I'd had some warning that there was some event you wanted to
attend tonight, | could have been ready whenever you asked."

"But we must go now," Serephette Fortunalt said in that urgent voice. "We will be
late."

"l suppose you will," Wen said unsympathetically. "I'll be back as soon as | can.”
She saw the look that passed between the mother and daughter and added, "Don't
even think of telling the coachman to go on without me. Lord Jasper has instructed
him to never leave the House without checking with me first. He won't take you."

At that, she heard Karryn's indignant wall overriding her mother's bewildered
surprise, and then they both headed down the hdl to berate Jasper. Wen hurried out
the front door and down to the barracks, where she could wash her hands and face
and dip into her new uniform.



Jasper had had a whole set of them ordered the very day Wen had accepted the
job, promising to have more made, and made to fit, as new recruits were added to
the roster. Karryn and her mother had expressed a keen interest in working with the
taillor to design a new style altogether for the uniforms of Fortune, and Wen was not
opposed to that at dl. Bitter veterans from the war might be more inclined to serve
the House if some of the trappings were not hatefully familiar. She could wish
Karryn and Serephette were more interested in the guard for reasons other than
fashion, but she would accept whatever attention they gave her.

"Moss? Eggles?' she caled as she stepped through the door to the barracks.
Until today, she'd had the building to hersdlf, but of the five she'd hired, these two
had been happy to move in immediately. "I hope you've eaten something, because
we've got to set out tonight as soon as we can dress."

Eggles was dtting on one of the straight-backed chairs, polishing his sword, but
he stood up as soon as she spoke. He was one of the veterans she'd known she
would hire the instant she saw him take his first practice swing. He was scruffy and
tough, with an inborn stillness that alowed him to pay attention to everything going
on around him without giving much away. He was tadler than Wen, but whipcord
thin, with silvery-black hair cropped so short it showed the skin beneath. His best
move was a hasty underhand thrust that had probably kept him dive more than once.

"Where t0?' he asked. He was already shrugging into the jacket coat of the
Fortunalt uniform. The material was a charcoa gray; across it lay a black sash
embroidered with the pearls of Fortunalt.

"Some noble's house where they're giving a party.”

Moss came hurrying out of the kitchen, stuffing the last of a scone in her mouth
with one hand, holding out a dice of bread and cheese with the other. "Have you
eaten?' she asked around her food. "If not, thiswill hold you for awhile.”

Within five minutes, they were dl more or less cleaned up, respectably dressed,
and headed back toward the mansion. "Take horses or ride on the carriage?' Eggles
asked.

"It's just through town, so on the carriage,”" Wen said. "Y ou two take the back. I'll
st up front with the driver.”

No surprise that Karryn and Serephette were aready seated inside. More of a
surprise that Jasper Paladar stood on the front steps, watching them leave. Though
dark had aready fdlen, Wen was sure she could see a smile on his face, and she
thought it was for her. It amused him that she was so serious about her task, but it
pleased him, too — and pleased him that she was not about to let Karryn's tantrums
turn her back from her duty.

"Travel safely. Enjoy the dinner,” he called as the driver snapped the reins. He
waved good-bye, though Wen didn't see either of the women return the gesture. Of
course, she didn't believe he was waving at her.

They traveled only a few miles in the carriage before turning into a district that
Wen thought she recognized. Perhaps — surely not — oh, yes, indeed! This was the
very gaudy house of dlittering black stone and bright copper roof tiles. Wen was
grinning broadly as she saw the ornate gold doors gleaming in the light of torches set
adong the front wak. Such a display didn't impress Wen at dl — she tended to think
more highly of people who hoarded their money and didn't boast of ther



accomplishments. But then, clearly the house had not been constructed to impress
her.

One of the footmen helped the women from the coach, and Wen stepped down
from the high front seat. Karryn gave her a look of horror. "You're not coming in
with me, are you?' she demanded in alow voice. "Oh no, no, no. You can't."

"Serra, | must be able to roam the house at will," Wen replied serioudy. She had
heard the tales about how Justin and Tayse and Hammond and Coeva had followed
Amdie into dl the noble Houses one summer when they escorted her to various
balls, and none of the marlords had dared to complain. A serramarra might not be as
vauable as a princess, but she was just as fragile. "l must accompany you insde and
get a sense of who isin attendance and how the rooms are laid out. For most of the
evening, my fellow guards and | will wak the grounds and make sure no danger
comes in through the gates. But if there is any aarming sound from inside, a any
point in the evening, we will quickly enter to make sure nothing untoward has
happened.”

Serephette Fortunalt strode by with her customary sweep. "My good Captain
Willa" she said as she passed. "It is a Thirteenth House ball. Of course untoward
things will be happening. But we will attempt to remain civilized even so."

Karryn followed her mother after giving Willa one brief, fulminating glare. Eggles
and Moss had jumped down from the coach and watched the nobles enter the house
as Wen gave them hasty instructions.

"The marlady's a bit peculiar,” Eggles observed.

"And yet you will guard her life with your own and love her like your own
mother," Wen said, preparing to follow Karryn and Serephette inside.

He gave her aquiet amile. "Or maybe better than that."

They spent the next three hours roving the house and grounds, together and apart,
noting where the building was vulnerable and where the likeliest exits lay in case of
trouble. In truth, one quick circuit of the interior convinced Wen that the house
could be breached from almost any vantage. She occupied hersdlf, as the night went
on, by imagining how she would infiltrate it from the kitchen, from the side lawn,
from the front porch, if she were trying to gain access. Eggles had a mind that
worked the same way. They spent ten minutes standing in the shadow of a great
ornamental tree, debating whether it would be faster to break in through the roof or a
second-story window if there was a reason to get to one of the back rooms. Moss
passed the time by charming the cooks in the kitchen, and came to join them
carrying plates of leftover meat and pastries. Wen considered that just as vauable a
contribution to the conversation as the speculation.

The evening was saved from complete tedium by the fellowship of the house
guards, who patrolled the property a regular intervals. Before they'd been on the
estate fifteen minutes, Eggles had reported to Wen that there were fourteen men in
the Coverroes guard and dl of them looked like they could hold a weapon. Wen had
made the exact same assessment, but she was pleased that Eggles had gone to the
trouble of counting. They were friendly, though, and offered the serramarras
contingent afew hands of cards.

"As long as we can Sit somewhere close enough to watch the gate, I'm in,” Wen



said, and Eggles and Moss nodded. They played for coppers and no one won or
lost anything to speak of, but it made the time go faster, and Wen was grateful.

Findly there was movement at the front door as the nobles began having the
footmen dgnd for ther carriages. Karryn and Serephette were among the last to
leave, and Karryn stood in the doorway another ten minutes, whispering in Lindy
Coverroe's ear, before joining her mother in the carriage.

"Thank the gods," Wen muttered to the driver. "Let's get home."

Of course, she knew better than to relax her guard a that moment. Many an
ambush had been carried out late at night, when soldiers were nodding off after a
long day's work. She cut her gaze from side to side, watching the shadowed streets.
Once a sound behind the carriage made her twist around dl the way in her seat. She
was pleased to find Eggles dready hanging by one hand from his strap, staring
behind him to try to determine what had made the sound. When he swung around
again, he shook his head. No trouble.

They made it safely to Fortune without anyone being abducted, robbed, or
otherwise assaulted. Wen considered it a very successful outing, and hoped the rest
of them proved as tame.



Chapter 10

In the morning, Wen wrote a note to Orson at the northern freighting office. She
thought he would be intrigued by the offer, but that didn't mean he would take the
job. If she had read him correctly, he'd had no love for Rayson Fortunalt and might
not be able to stomach the marlord's daughter. But she thought he would be a
formidable asset to the House guard.

By day's end, she'd hired ten more recruits, dl men, and told another ten to come
back the next morning for her find decision. She was a little surprised to find Ginny
in the barracks, moving through the wide area that constituted the kitchen and dining
room together.

"Have you been assigned the miserable job of being our cook?' Wen asked her
with agrin.

Ginny looked haf pleased and hdf annoyed. "The head cook and | had words a
few times this past week, so she thought | might do better where | didn't have to
mind my tongue,” she said. "But | think I'll like cooking for the guard. You probably
don't complain much.”

"And welll eat whatever you put in front of us," Eggles said.

"Smells good, anyway," Wen said, settling into a seat beside him. "How does the
cook like your little brother, then?"

Ginny rolled her eyes. "Are you joking? Bryce knows how to make everybody
love him. She's aready giving him special treats and telling him not to work so hard.”

Eggles eyed Wen and rubbed his shoulder as if it pained him. "Now that's a trick
I'd like to learn," he said, which made everyone at the table laugh. Wen had driven
them hard this day, and Eggles and Moss had had the task of making the newest
recruits fight fiercely for the honor of being included.

"Things are only going to get harder," she promised him. "Once we're up to full
strength well redly start working out. Better rest now while I'm being so easy on
you."

After the medl, she stepped out of the barracks to join Lord Jasper for their
nightly conversation. Before heading up to the house, though, she took one quick
turn around the compound, making the complete circuit around the inside of the
hedge. It was something she had learned from Tayse, who waked the palace
grounds at Ghosenhall once every night — sometimes more, if he was restless. Often
she had wondered how such a big man managed to get by on so little sleep.

Wi, ordinary rules rarely applied to Tayse.

But she would not be thinking about Tayse, about Justin, about any of them. She
gave her head a hard shake and pushed through the house to seek out Lord Jasper.

He wasn't in his study, but one of the servants showed her to the library, which
was on the first floor toward the rear of the house. As she stepped in, she glanced
around with interest a the celling-high bookcases that lined every wal, and with
curiosity at piles of additional volumes stacked in rather disorderly fashion on the
floor. She didn't care about books, of course; she was checking for places people
could hide if they'd stolen into the house. She supposed someone could crouch
behind one of the pieces of furniture — a grouping of chairs before the fireplace, an



arrangement of chairs and an ottoman across the room — but it was easy to see
through their spindly legs and redize no one was crouching in their shadows.
Someone could lurk behind the long curtains of the two tadl windows, but Wen gave
them a hard look and didn't think that was the case tonight.

Jasper Paladar sat in one of the chairs before the fireplace, watching her. "Do you
adways do that?' he asked softly. "Inspect every room when you first wak in — as if
memorizing its contents?"

She shrugged. "Doesn't everyone look around when they come into a new place?'

"I'm sure they do, but | don't imagine they bring such intengity dl the time."

Other people might end up dead for lack of attention, but not Wen. She changed
the subject. "You have alot of books here."

His expression showed distaste. "The ones on the shelves aren't mine."

She pointed to the ones on the floor. "Does that mean these belong to you?"

He nodded. "Some | brought with me, some I've ordered since I've been here."

She glanced around again. "It wouldn't seem like you'd need to bring more books
here."

His voice was severe. "Most of the ones that belong in this library are valueless,
acquired just for show. Nether Rayson Fortunalt nor his father was much of a
scholar. Most of these volumes could be burned in the grate, and | wouldn't care.
And I've dways considered it asin to burn a book."

She couldn't help hersdf. "Guess | shouldn't tdl you about the time | was
traveling with a patrol and we used the pages of a book for kindling."

A pained look crossed his face and then he laughed. "I hope you read it first."

"Mmmm, don't remember that | did."

"Can you read?"

"Of course | can!"

"You just choose not to. You just choose not to read for pleasure,” he expanded.

"WEell, it wasn't much of a pleasure in the schoolroom," she said.

All this time she had been standing near the door, not sure how long the
conference would last. Now he motioned her closer and waved her to a seat across
from him. Between their chairs was a smdl table holding an elaborately carved box.
The warmth of the fire felt good after the long day outside in wet spring weather.

"Y ou never even read Mohre's Theories of Warfare or Nocklyn's Twelve Battles?
Yes, Roth Nocklyn, the ancestor of the current marlady by more generations than |
can count.”

"No," she said.

He settled back in his chair and steepled his hands together. "Y ou'd like them,” he
said. "Full of fighting."

"They sound dull," she said. "I bet they make fighting seem boring."

"Y ou could be right. But there are dl sorts of adventure books, about young men
dipping off from their fathers farms to go seek their fortunes. Didn't you ever read
any of those?'

"No," she said. "But they sound allittle better than that theory book."

"I'll send away for one for you," he promised.

"And then you expect me to read it? | don't think that's in my contract." She was
laughing, but also mostly serious.



His hands now palm-to-palm, he tapped his index fingers against his chin. "So
every thought you have, every idea that's formed you, has come from actua
experience?' he said, asif he couldn't bdieveit. "How can that be possible?

She was bewildered. "You mean you've gotten some of your ideas from books?
| deas that have made you think or behave a certain way?"

“| am the man | am today because of Stolker's Meditations," he replied so
solemnly she thought he had to be joking. "Although tempered, finaly, in my thirties,
by Hamton's Notes from a Country Estate. But if you sat down and read those
collected volumes | think you'd find a tolerably accurate transcription of my soul."

She just stared at him and made no attempt to answer.

His mouth quirked up in a little smile. "So. No need to be afraid of being rude. |
am not, | assure you, the only man in Gillengaria who has such a love for the printed
page, but you're right to think that I'm a little more obsessive than most. Hardly
anyone reads as much as | do — though hardly anyone | know reads as little as you."

"Wadll, | can hold a sword and you can't," was dl she could think to say, and that
made him burst out laughing.

"Indeed, we dl bring to the world our unique skills, and it would be a dull place
indeed if dl those skills were identical,” he said. "But | do respect your talents,
willa"

"Oh, and of course | respect yours! Y our — ability to read."

He was ill amused. "I am also a writer of some repute,” he said. "l have
produced two biographies and an anaysis of the falure of the overseas shipping
contracts during the reign of King Tamor."

Once again she didn't even try to come up with areply.

"Don't be nervous," he added. "I would never consider making it a part of your
job description to read any of those works."

"Good to know," she said. "Or you may as wel fire me now."

"But in case you were ever wondering how | spent my time before | became
Karryn's guardian, wdl, that is how."

She had, in fact, been just a little curious about that — about him. And since he
had opened the door to questions, she said, "Where did you live, before you came
here?'

"l have a property down on the southwestern edge of Fortunalt — quite small, by
the standards of Fortune, but I'm fond of it." His voice hardened a little. "Of course,
it was overrun a great dea by the Arberharst soldiers Rayson imported to fight his
war, and it will take some work to restore it. But | imagine it will one day be the
gracious and serene place it used to be."

"Did you leave behind a family to come take care of Karryn?' A polite way of
asking, Where's your wife? Jasper Padadar was a handsome man, and some
Thirteenth House lady would have snatched him up ages ago.

"I only have one daughter, and she's married and living in Rappengrass,” he
replied. "My wife died five years ago."

"Oh, I'm very sorry."

"Yes, so am |. She was quite charming — brilliant and eccentric, but warmhearted.
You would have liked her. She didn't have much patience for dtting ill, but she
couldn't hold a sword, either."



Wen flashed him a amile for that. "Did she read your books?'

"Read them? She helped me research them. In my opening notes on the financia
book | explained that it would have been impossible to write it without her help."”

Jasper Paladar was describing a world Wen could scarcely comprehend and
certainly couldn't imagine herself comfortable in. Wouldn't want to get comfortable
in. "And your daughter?' she asked gamdly. "Does she write? Or at least read?"

He nodded. "Both. And she teaches literature at a smal private academy not far
from Rappen Manor." He sighed. "I miss her. Perhaps I'll invite her to come to
Forten City for a vist. | would travel to her but | don't like to leave Karryn — and
smdl towns in Rappengrass don't excite Karryn too much.”

Wen grinned. "Who knows? Maybe Karryn would like it. If you decide to go, let
me know, and I'll put together an escort for dl of you."

"And have you made more progress today toward filling the ranks of the guards?*

For several minutes they discussed her new hires and what Wen expected to
happen in the next few days. He listened closaly, and to her surprise remembered dl
the names she'd mentioned to him so far. Still, the report didn't take long, and she
was waiting to be dismissed when he surprised her yet again.

"Do you play cruxanno?' he asked.

Which was when she recognized the carved box dtting on the table between them.
"Not very well," she said.

He looked disappointed. "I was sure it was something you'd excel at! | thought dl
soldiers played strategy games as they passed the time in the barracks."

She grinned. "Soldiers are more likely to play cards or throw dice. They tend to
pick games they don't have to think about too hard. They don't want to be focusing
too much on something else in case there's a sudden cdl for troops.” She gestured
a the box. "Anyway, no one wants to pack something like that in a saddlebag.
You'd never take it on the road.”

"Do you play wdl enough to indulge me with around or two?"

She was surprised. "If you want. | won't be much of a chalenge for you, though,
if you're any good."

He opened the box and then unfolded its sides so that it made a rather large
playing board with a deeply grooved surface. The counters and game pieces lay
ingde a purple velvet bag that he tossed to Wen.

"Y ou know how to parcel out the pieces, don't you? I'll ded the cards.”

So she divided the swords, the shields, the castles, the horses, the crowns, and
the coins. This was a particularly fine set, with some pieces made of slver, some of
gold, and smdl jewelsinset on the hilts and tiaras. Most cruxanno games she'd seen
had been made of wood, though sometimes the crowns were pewter.

"Y ou redlize we could be playing straight through till dawn and not be done,” she
said. "I've seen cruxanno games that lasted a month."

"l thought we'd play afew hours a night and keep the game going for as long as it
takes," he said. "l have a pair of friends who played a single game that endured
through a solid year. They ill tak about that."

Privately, Wen thought those had to be the dullest men in Gillengaria, but of
course she didn't say so. But who would spend so much time on a war game when
they could have been practicing with real weapons instead?



"Ours better not take that long," she said. "I won't be here ayear."

He held out a hand and she poured his counters into his pam. "Indeed, no. Well
have our own game wrapped up long before you go."

They were quiet for a few moments while they deployed their troops and chose
thar fortifications. Wen was usudly pretty haphazard at cruxanno, but she felt some
pressure to defend the honor of her profession against a man whose knowledge of
warfare was entirdly theoretical. So she chose her bases and her targets a little more
carefully than she usualy might, and frowned over the disposition of her shields.

"I clam the oaks," Jasper Paladar said.

"l yidd the oaks, but | claim the southern mountains,” she replied, and the game
was on.

They played for nearly two hours, Wen growing more absorbed than she
expected. The opening stages of cruxanno were the least interesting to watch, if you
were a spectator, because most of the heavy work went on inside the opponents
heads as they worked out the strategy that would guide them for the rest of the
game. Wen could tdl that Jasper Paladar had his first couple dozen moves pretty
wdl thought out, with backup maneuvers in mind to counter any threat her men
might offer. She rarely planned that far ahead; she was more used to reacting than
plotting an attack at the beginning.

"l see your strength is defense, not offense," he said after they had passed most
of that time in silence. "Which actually makes you a tricky opponent, because you
don't offer many vulnerabilities. But if | can draw you out —"

"If you want to have any hope of defeating me, you can't be telling me how you
have andyzed my strategy," she said in some exasperation.

He looked up in surprise and then broke into a surprisingly sweet smile. "Perhaps
that's why | frequently lose at cruxanno,” he said. He pushed himsdf away from the
table and leaned back in his chair. "I think we should pause right here for the night
and think over our plans for tomorrow."

She looked doubtfully at the board. "Will anyone move our pieces? | hate to lose
dl my work so far."

"I will inform the housekeeper that the room is not to be entered unless I'm here to
guard it." He stretched his long legs out before him. "Y ou're better than you led me
to expect, by the way, and I'm relieved to seeit."

She laughed. "Why? What does it matter?’

"I have a vidtor ariving in two weeks, and he is an inveterate player. | don't
expect to beat him, but | do think if | can offer him a challenging game, it will
impress him. And | want to introduce him to the ideathat | can be dangerous.”

She surveyed him in silence. Thin, alittle tired, with that bemused scholar's face
and those smooth hands, Jasper Paladar looked anything but dangerous. "It might be
hard to convince him, even so," she answered.

He was amused again. "Actually, more accurately, | want him to be surprised at
the notion that | might be more dangerous than he thinks."

"Well, that might be easier, | suppose. Who is this fellow?"

"Zdlin Banlish." When her expression merely showed polite interest, he added,
"Serlord Zdlin. The father of the man who abducted Karryn."

The words made Wen scramble upright in her chair. "You've invited the serlord



here? To play games? I've been wondering why there hasn't been some kind of
retribution for what that wretched devvaser did! Y ou should be threatening to storm
his house and burn it to the ground, not having him over for tea and cruxanno!"

Helaid his arms dong the armrests of the chair and watched her. "Violence is not
adways the right response to violence, no matter what you might think,” he said.
"Sometimes, despite the most fervent desire a person might have, the cost of
meeting brutality with brutaity is smply too high."

"If someone hits me, I'm going to hit him back," she said with heat. "And anyone
who goes around hitting other people should expect to be punched in the face.”

"| can't prove that Tover took Karryn."

"She told you he did!"

"But | didn't see him do it. In fact, there were no witnesses at dl. Tover islikely to
say Karryn went with him willingly. He could say he was surprised when she chose
to leave his protection — and worried for her safety once he redized she was adone
on a back road of Fortunalt.”

"Wdll, | saw her with him and there was no question in my mind that she was
there against her will."

"But serlord Zdlin is not the sort of man who would believe the protestations of
an unknown soldier if they contradict the testimony of his son."

Wen's hands made tight little fists. There had been a day that anything she said
would ha