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For Bob Rosenberg ... more than just a good friend. Y ou were always there for
me, Bobby, and I’ [l never forget.

| believe I’'m beginning to do more than simply enjoy this writing project. When I’'m very tired
ordinary despair becomes intense, and then | begin to doubt that we'll ever find a way out of the
swamp our lives have become. Doubting is so much easier than hoping and believing, not to
mention being completely free of disappointment. That’s probably why | do it so often ...

But be that as it may, remembering the problems we've already coped with and solved has
helped to soothe me. For that reason | eagerly continue this tale, taking it up again at one of the
worst points we encountered. How innocent we all were then, to believe that we'd protected
ourselves from treachery and betrayal. We actually had no true idea of what the words meant, but
we certainly did learn.

It occurs to me that it might be best if | reminded whoever reads this about where that point
was, and then I'll take up the narrative again. | know that the others were upset, but for Rion and
me it seemed like the end of everything ....

One

Lorand awoke—to a certain extent. His head ached in away that he'd never fet before, the pain so
intense that he wished he were unconscious again. And there was nothing he could do to stop the pain.
Even if he d been able to work around it—and the blurriness covering his mind—he couldn’'t seem to
figure out where the power wes ....

“Look, he stryin’ t'wake up!” someone said, sounding darmed. “He an't spostatry t' wake up!”

“So what if he does?” another voice countered, mde like the fird voice. “They got him so doped up
thet he won't even know what day it is When you feed him later, you'll probably have to keep shaking
him to remind him what he's about. But you better not let him start wasting away, or they’ll skin you
dive”

“Why?' the firg voice demanded, a heavy whine to it. “I heared he's prob’'ly dl kindsa damaged
like, 'cause ath’ way he got yanked outta that Blendin'. Gettin’ yanked out’s ' sposta damage "em red
bad, so why'd they gill want 'im? An’ if he an't damaged, how'm | ’ sposta handle a High?’

“Why do you inggt on worrying about things that are none of your business?’ the second voice
asked, sounding angrily impatient. “Evenif he'sleft with no more than Mid-dle taent, they'll ill want to
find that out for themsalves. They'll be able to use him even like that, but if his talent level remains intact,
hell be much more vauable. They’ll dose him with Puredan to make him docile, and then they’ll use him
until they burn him out. Y ou, persondly, have nathing to fear, because they'll transport him to where the
amy is before they let im come back to himsdf. Are you sat-isfied now?’

“Yeah, yesh sure” the fird voice muttered, and then there was Slence again. But it wasn't Slent
ingde Lorand’'s head, where fear joined the unending pain. He had no idea what the men were taking



about, and couldn’t even remem-ber what had happened to him. He lay on something hard in a place
with a terrible stench, but he didn’t know where the place was. He was supposed to have been doing
some-thing, but he couldn’t remember what that something was.

All he knew was that Someone was going to try to burn out hismind.

A long moan escaped Lorand's lips as he tried to free himsdf from whatever hed hm down, but it
suddenly came to him that he was't chained or even tied. Something in-substantid held himin its grip,
but its lack of substance did nothing to limit it. It held him tightly, like the arms of a very strong woman ...

A woman. Hadn't there been a woman in his life some-where? The memory of her hid just out of
reach, teesng him with hints and suggestions. Had she been like that, a woman who teased? He' d dways
wanted to meet awoman who would tease him lovingly and gently ...

Gently. That word didn't fit anywhere in his world. He'd tried gently to open his eyes, but they'd
refused to work. He'd wanted his head to pound more gently, but he couldn’t make it happen. Nothing
was working right ...

Working ... was he working? Had he had an accident? Someone redly should have come by to tdl
him what was going on, it would only have been common decency. Now ...

Now he wished he knew where he was ... and what had happened ... and who was he, anyway ... ?

Jowvi fdt as though she floated in a heavy sea, she hersdlf heavier than usud. Everything around and
about her was heavy, even the air dmog too thick to breathe. It was a drain to draw that ar into her
lungs and struggling to do it made her head hurt more. But it dso seemed to thin the sea a bit, enough so
that she could just touch the outer world ...

“Wdl, wel, aren’'t you the adventurous one,” a mae voice murmured very near to her, and then a
hand smoothed her hair. “ Y ou're actudly trying to wake up, even though it isn't time for you to do that.
Frg well find a place to make you nice and comfortable, then well wait for the firg transport group
that’s formed, and then you'll take anicelong trip. You'll like that, won't you?’

Jowi could dmogt understand the words being spoken to her, but trying harder was out of the
question. Even lying wherever she lay was dmost too much of an effort, so any-thing beyond that ...
except for teking a deeper breath ...

“Now, now, jugt settle down,” the voice said, again d-most dearly enough to be understood. “I
understand that you're probably disappointed, but the lord who is Seated High in your aspect decided
that be doesn’t want you after dl. To look at you, one might eesly consider him mad, but then one would
have to pause in thought. If a man of his strength doesn’t even care to ddly with you for a short while,
you mugt be dangerous indeed. | am aman possessed of sufficient courage for dl things, yet my sense of
discre-tion usudly surpasses the other. They'll make good use of your taents—whatever they may now
be—in the place where you're awaited, and I'll find a less adventurous—and adventuresome—woman
to do my own dalying with. Rest now, for when you get where they mean to send you, there will be no
rest short of death—or burnout, whichever comes first.”

Jowi thought she beard the word “burnout,” and agita-tion began to build insde her. That word ... it
meant some-thing beyond the ordinary, beyond what most words mean. She had to ... do something she
hedn’t gotten around to ... had to remember something specific ... find someone im-portant ...

Opening her eyes proved to be impossble, as was any sort of movement. And that hand, smoothing
her har ... it made her want to rest for a while, to deep until the sea rolled out and she wasn't so heavy

any longer ... Heavy ... deep ...

“Yes, my darling, that' s right,” Rion heard, a woman spesking softly and encouragingly. “Try to wake
up jugt a bit, my darling, so that you'll understand what | have to say.”

Rion fought to open his eyes, but at firg his vison was too blurred to make anything out. Blinking
helped to solve the problem to some extent, but it was dill necessary to focus. Hefindly did so, usng the
face which swam before him as an anchor, and once success was his he immediatdy wished he' d failed.

“No, no, darling, don't frown s0,” Mother chided, just as she dways used to do. “It will put lines into
your face and make you look older, and then people will think I'm older. We certainly can’'t have that,



now can we?’

Rion tried to speak, to tdl her just exactly what she would and would not have, but his tongue
refused to operate prop-erly. And his head ached so abominably that he winced at the concept of trying
to form words into a sentence.

“Of course we can't,” she continued with agmile and a pat on his cheek, just as though he'd agreed
with her. “Now that you're back beside me again, we won't dlow anything into our lives that in't
perfect. No, don't try to speak, you won't be gble to do that for some time yet. I'm going to keep you
drugged for a bit, you see, to make sure you aren’'t able to keep yoursdf from being permanently
damaged.”

Permanently damaged ... the words chilled him, even though he had no idea what they meant.
Nothing could have happened ... he didn't remember anything happening ... but where had that headache
comefrom ... ?

“Don’'t you worry about that now, darling,” Mother went on, chatting happily. “The phydcdian tdls me
that you' re probably permanently damaged anyway, but there' s a chance the damage can be minimized if
you're able to work againg it. But we don’'t want it minimized, not when that might let you imagine you
can escape me again. You can't, you know, because you're mine and dways will be. But please don't
think you'll be given an dlowance again, I'd hate for you to be disappointed. From now on Mother will
control everything, and you'll be her loving, devoted, tad-entless boy.”

Rion fought againg it, but the tears rolled down his face anyway. He couldn’t even remember what
hed happened, but he ill fdt a vast sense of inconsolable loss. It wasn't even possible for him to move,
and that seemed to please Mother enormoudly.

“That’sright, my darling, you have a good cry,” she said, the expression on her face making himiill.
“Cry dl you need to and then you'll deep, and when you awake everything will be the way it was before.
Except thet I'll never again dlow you to leave my sde. But then—there won't be any reason for you to
leave, will there, my dar-ling?’

Rion let his eyes close again, which did nothing to stop histears. It seemed as though the crying came
from avery amdl boy ingde him ... while a grown man tried to rage and fight. But that grown men had no
grength ... and the migs of deep were dosng in again ... and couldn’'t be avoided even though they
would trap him forever ...

| think | became aware of my heart beeting first, which struck me as being odd. A person is rardly
aware of her own heartbest, unless fright causesiit to quicken or to nearly stop dead. My own heartbest
was more than ordinarily rapid, but | didn’'t know why ...

“l sad, lovey child, can you hear me?" a man's voice came, the words answering my previous
question. The thud of my heart grew even louder, as | recognized the voice. It belonged to a men whose
name | didn’t even know, but the vague, unformed memory of his intentions was very unsat-tling.

“Your muscles have tightened a bit, so | presume you can hear every word despite your lack of
verba response,” the man went on. “That suits me wel enough for the mo-ment, as | shdl speak and you
need only ligen. Later, of course, you'll dso be expected to obey. If you fal to do so, you'll be made to
produce a verba response other than spesking.”

He chuckled at that, a sound which made my blood run cold, but for no reason easlly understood.
Who was this man, and what did he want of me?

“To begin with, | should explain that the pain I'm told you probably fed is the result of your having
been dam-aged,” he said. “It's highly unlikdly that you'll ever be what you once were, but please don’t
fed rdief judt yet. My interest in you remains as high as it was, for you're dill perfectly able to serve my
purpose.”

What purpose? | wanted to say, but the lethargy dl through me didn’'t dlow it. | had no idea what he
was talk-ing about, but for some reason it gill frightened me.

“Now, | mean to keep you quietly sedated for atime” he said, “but not for too long atime. | find I’'m
truly eager to begin with you, and as soon as the Puredan is brought to me I'll have you drink it. After
that you'll no longer need to be sedated, and well be able to begin.”



He chuckled again. “There s something rather amusng that you should hear. Your father and some
crony of his attempted to dam you, actudly chdlenging my right to pos-sess you. | put them off until
tomorrow, but only to give mysdf time to prepare something redly specia for them. 1t will be the highlight
of my dinner party tomorrow night, and | mean to let you be present to watch. No, don't try to thank me,
I’ve dready decided on how | mean to be thanked.”

His chuckling redlly bothered me, epecidly since | could amost remember something about my
father and some friend of his. That memory was just as disturbing, even without any details. | didn’'t want
to hear about any of it, and the best way to escape was in deep. | fdt deepy any-way ... degpy and
frightened ... degpy and miserable ... degpy and very londly ...

“... know what they could do to me for this?” a thin and trembling mae voice demanded. “They
could end my career, and then where would | be? Please ask for something else, my dear, | beg of you.”

“But there in't anything ese that | want,” a femae voice responded, one that Vdlant seemed to
recognize. “You owe me more than one favor, love, and if you don’'t pay up I'll just have to collect in
another way. Would you prefer if | did that?’

“No!” the mae voice dmogt shrieked, and then it qui-eted again. “No, | would not prefer thet other
way. You leave me no choice but to do exactly as you wish.”

“Stop making it sound like the end of the world,” the woman chided with a laugh. “No one will be
doing any-thing with him until it's time to send him on his trip, so he might as wel do his waiting here. |
have this perfectly lovdy little box prepared for him, made out of stedl so that nothing will be able to harm
him. When he learns to beg properly I'll let him out for awhile, but | won't forget to put him back again.
That should satisfy your fedings of anxiety, shouldn't it?’

“Perhgps,” the mde voice dlowed grudgingly while Valant's inddes began to twig and burn. He
couldn't quite remember why he fdt like that, but it had something to do with part of what the woman
hed said. And his head hurt, for some reason he dso couldn’'t remember. What was going on here—and
wherein the name of chaos was “here’?

“Oh, hell be fing” the woman said with more laughter. “I'm just going to put him to work for a
while, and then you can have him back. I'm sure he thought he'd seen the last of me, but a person’s
power isn't dways linked only to her career podition. When | decide | want something, | never rest until |
getit”

“Wel, now you have him,” the mae voice said, ill sounding extremdy unhappy. “Just be sure you
don't lose or damage him, or we'll both regret it. If I'm blamed for anything, I'll make certain that you're
right there beside me”

“Worrier, worrier,” the woman laughed, then went on to reassure the man agan in different words.
Vdla tried to ligen, hoping to find out where he was and what was hap-pening, but everything both
ingde him and out began to lurch. Not sick-making lurch but deepy lurch ... as though he were being
rocked in the arms of someone who needed badly for him to be there ... even though he couldn't be
there ... wherever there was ... degpy lurch, back and forth, back and forth ... out but not in ... please,
please, never in ...

Two

Themigsof confuson rolled out very dowly, like a tide re-ceding inch by inch from the shore. The
fird thing | noticed was thet it seemed to be midmormning, and the second was thet | sat in a chair. The
char stood in a bedchamber a good ded larger than my own, the rest of the furniture and decorations
gpesking dearly of how much gold had been used to accom-plish the look of understated opulence.
Rose and gold com-bined with white and green and brown—none of the colors overdone, dl of them
perfectly balanced ... Yes, asmdl fortune had been spent on that room.

| found mysdf wondering where it might be, but even as the question formed | dready knew the
answer: that noble | hadn’'t had much time to worry about; he d made good on his threat, and had
cdamed mefor his own purposes.



The ability for norma mation had aso begun to return to my body, which let me put a shaky hand to
my head. That avful man wanted children with stronger Fire tdent than his noble women could give
them, and so he'd chosen me in order to get what he wanted. | had some vague memory of him
mentioning something about sedatives and Puredan. Once he'd given me the Puredan, hed sad, the
Sedative would no longer be necessary ...

It took two attempts, but | findly managed to get to my feet in order to wak around a bit. The fear
growing indde my middle made me want to run, but smply waking sraight was dill something of a
chore. That sedative mug dill be hanging on in some way, so getting rid of it was a priority. Not to
mention figuring out what in the world could have happened ...

| stopped not far from the wal of curtained windows, feding the frown which creased my forehead.
My last solid memory was of being part of my Blending, facing the last of the noble Blendings. It was the
find competition, and we were just aout to win. | knew that with as much certainty as our Blending
entity had, knew we were stronger than the nobles, and then—nothing. Everything had stopped and gone
black, but not for any reason easly seen.

“You'reafool,” | whispered to mysdf, hating the way my voice shook even then. “The reason you
log is perfectly obvious: the nobles cheated. They were about to lose and they knew it, so they cheated.”

A smdl amount of anger flared at that, the amount so amdl because of the Sze of the fear filling me. |
fought to keep the fear from turning into terror, struggled to think camly rather than fdl to pieces, but
wasn't having much success. No one had to tdl me that my Blendingmeates were nowhere near, that I'd
been separated from them and now stood done. | had no one to depend on but mysdf, and in the past
mysdf hadn’t proven to be very rdiable.

The ice around my heart grew a bit thicker with that re-dization, so | continued on toward the
windows. It was pos-sible to see bright sunshine beyond the sheer white curtains, but nothing ese. If
there were terrace doors, for instance, sepping outsde would hep—especidly if it were possble to
amply walk away. | needed to be away from there, even though | had no idea where | would go ....

Brushing one of the curtains asde brought immediate dis-appointment. Not only was tha room on
the second floor of its house, avery fine filligreed grill had been put over dl the windows. Sunlight came
in, and it was even possible to see out easly, but the grill was of metd and didn’t appear removable. No
one would have been able to get through it, not even a child.

The word “child” made me sck to my stomach, so | turned away from the usdess windows. The
lethargy which had held me so tightly had receded quite a lot, but some of it persisted in tingeing my
thoughts and motions with vague-ness—which was an additiond worry. That noble had spo-ken about
gving me Puredan; would he come by with it as soon as the sedative wore off completdy? Just how
soon would that be, and was there any way | might avoid it?

Quedtions of that sort kept me pacing back and forth across the room for a while. At one poaint,
when | passed a full-length mirror in a dark wood, intricately carved, frame, | noticed something ese. |
no longer wore the white robe we'd dl had on for the competitions. Instead | wore a beautiful,
obvioudy expensive dress of rose and gold which seemed to maich the room. | had no memory of having
put on that dress, s someone ese mus have put me in it. An-other thing to add to the lig causing
agitation ....

| had just reached the vidnity of my chair again when | heard a sound at the door. Someone seemed
to be unlocking it, and it came to me that | hadn’t even tried that door. Obvioudy it had been locked, but
what if it hadn’t been? It made meill to redize that | seemed to bein the midst of meekly accepting what
hed been done ... and what would be done ... Then the door opened, and my illness increased.

“Good morning, child,” that noble said, amiling as he entered and closed the door behind him. He
aso examined me with his eyes as he waked closer, but happily he stopped more than five feet away.

“You needn’'t look so gtricken,” he said with amusement as my heart thudded painfully hard. “I’ve
merdy stopped into say that business matters demand my time, and therefore | won't be returning until
amaog dinnertime. I'll see you then, of course, as | mean to keep my promise. You will share the
amusament |’ ve arranged, and then you will be permitted to thank me for the privilege”

“What amusement?’ | forced mysdf to ask, again haing the way my voice trembled. “And if you're



waiting for me to thank you for anything at dl, you can expect to have a very long wait ahead of you.”

“A show of suirit? How ddightful.” His chuckle did seem delighted, as though we were playing some
sort of game. “In another womean that show would be quite unac-ceptable, but in you | find it rather
enchanting. As for the amusement, | refer to the dinner entertainment 1I've arranged, which will revolve
about your father. He means to come here tonight to demand your return, obvioudy mistaking me for one
of the peasants like himsaf whom he' s accustomed to dedling with. | mean to teach him better.”

“But of course he'sjudt likeyou,” | said, the words popping out before | could stop them. “The two
of you could be twins, asde from whatever meaningless title you have. And your title is meaningless,
since you let it be given to you rather than ingsing on working to earn it. They made you less than a
whole man, and you dlowed it.”

“The ddight has suddenly gone out of your conversa-tion,” he grated in return, his expresson having
turned hard with anger dlittering behind his gaze. “With that in mind, | tdl you now that you're never to
speak to mein such a way again. You, of course, will obey, as you've been given no choice in the
matter. Just as you will never exercise your taent again.”

“What are you taking about?’ | asked in a whisper, a terrible chill suddenly dutching at my insdes.
“You can't keep me from usng my talent, no one can ....”

“l imagine that you're now in the process of reaching for the power, and are discovering that touching
it is quite im-possible” he replied, vindictive satisfaction gppearing in his dark eyes. “Denying you
whatever might be left of your tdent was the firg thing | did after the Puredan was given you, and
commanding obedience was the second. You will learn just how obedient you mugt be tonight after
dinner, when | take full pleasure from you. And now | redly mugt go.”

He performed a amdl, sardonic bow before turning and heading for the door, but | barely noticed. |
stood in deegp shock with my fists to my head, trying franticaly to reach to the power just as I'd done dl
y life. The action was as naturd as waking or speaking, and it fdt as though | were paralyzed or struck
mute! Not only couldn’t | reach the power, it wasn't even possible to locate it!

| sumbled to the chair I’d returned to awareness in, col-lgpsing into it as the sound of the door being
locked again came as though from a grest distance off. Heavy shock had wrapped me in numbness, so
that even knowing I’d aready been given the Puredan became no more than a secondary consideration.
I’d been cut off completely from my taent, and would never be dlowed to exerciseit agan.

That was the time | learned just how deeply into depres-sion it was possible to fdl, which was the
point where the desire to die outweighed the urge to live The mongter who held me captive meant to
keep me as apitiful cripple, unable to deny his least whim and wish, unable to defend mysdf againgt his
depraved intentions. To someone else, the matter stated in such away might have seemed melodramatic;
to me, it seemed the end of the world.

| sat unmoving in the chair for atimeless time, my mind amost empty of thought, and then there was
sound at the door again. A moment later it opened, and two women en-tered. The younger was a girl
carying atray with covered dishes and a tea pitcher, and the elder seemed a higher-level servant. | paid
vay little atention to the pair asthe gifl set down the tray on a table and left again, but the elder womean
goparently didiked my extreme digtraction.

“Thet tray contains your lunch, which you should be quite hungry for by now,” she announced from
where she stood, only two paces into the room. “Lord Lanir was quite clear concerning his wish to see
you properly nourished, so you will go to the tray and eat. The command, of course, is to be consdered
his”

The woman's voice had been harsh with the tone of one used to being obeyed, and | actudly stirred
abit in auto-matic response. My parents had certanly trained me well, and the unconscious response
seemed to satify the woman. She gave a brusque nod and turned to leave, shutting and locking the door
behind hersdf. But by that time I'd fdlen back into apathy, so even the dirring quieted. | had no
ap-petite, and probably would never have one ever again.

| sat garing and unmoving for another rather long stretch of time, but then an odd thought crept into
my head. That noble, apparently named Lord Lanir, had said I’d dready been given the Puredan as wel
ashisorders. If that were so | would have no choice but to obey him, and yet there | sat, having nathing



to do with the med he wanted me to eat. That woman had clearly expected meto obey the sec-ondhand
orders, but | hadn’t. Could she amply have been mistaken to expect something like that?

A moment of thought convinced me that her being mis-taken was unlikdy. Her noble employer must
have told her what to expect, and the miserable man was certainly in a position to know. That meant |
should have obeyed, and yet | hadn’t. But not obeying orders given you while you're under the influence
of Puredan isimpossble ...

“You fool!” | sad to mysdf doud, suddenly feding ex-tremely stupid. “When we freed oursdves
from the firg orders given us under Puredan, didn't we specify that we were never to obey such orders
agan? None of us knew if the trick would work, but it looks likeit did ... !”

Exctement rose in me so quickly that it probably would have knocked me over if I'd been standing.
I"d forgotten dl about that business of tdling oursalves not to obey, and it made an enormous difference.
If one of the man's com-mands hadn’'t worked, the other shouldn't have worked e-ther. | wasn't
permanently cut off from my taent, evenif | hadn’t been able to detect the power a dl ....

With that thought I’d automaticaly reached out again, the way someone newly pardyzed probably
tried without think-ing to stand and walk. The only difference was thet this tune | detected a glimmer of
something, a distant hint of the great ocean of power usudly right there beyond my menta fin-gertips. The
ocean was dill there, only not quite as close asit should be and not as easily reached. But that was better
than not being able to detect anything ...

Worry sent me up on my feet and pacing again, the darker emation dimming the excitement | felt. |
was now in a much better postion than I'd been in earlier, but what had that Lord Lanir said about my
tdent? Something concerning “whatever ability” 1 might “have left”? He obvioudy knew something that |
didn’t, and it remained to be seen how true his beliefs were.

After pacing back and forth for awhile, | findly decided that | needed a cup of tea. | went to the tray
and poured the cup, but didn’t so much as glance at whatever food lay under the plate covers. | might be
free of needing to obey the mongter who held mein capture, but without my talent 1 would certainly be
helpless to defend mysdf againgt him. If adigant touch were dl | ever found it possible to accom-plish, |
would dill prefer to be dead.

Ancther dretch of time passed as | paced dowly and sipped tea, and the next change occurred so
abruptly that | nearly dropped the teacup. One moment | walked and wor-ried, and the next | was agan
0 firmly touching the power thet | staggered dizzly. Before this latest insanity began | hadn't been able
to release the power except when | fdl adeep, and now | seemed to be back to tha exact same state
agan.
“So why wasn't | able to reach it sooner?” | asked doud in a murmur, feding the strength of
persondity that being in touch with the power aways brought. “And why did that fool think my taent
would be less then it was?’

Asking that second question aoud was indulging in a bit of bravado, as | fdt quite dearly thet |
wasn't completely back to the way 1'd been. There was dill something of a ... drag, of sorts, dowing
down my reactions and limiting my access to the power. That didn’t necessarily mean | would remain less
then I'd been, but—

“Oh, for pity’s sake,” | muttered, beginning to be redly disgusted with mysdf. “That sedative the
noble mentioned ... If it was hilsom powder, it's no wonder I’'m coming back so dowly.”

I’d beard of hilsom powder, of course, but never having used it mysdf meant I’d known nothing of
the details concerning it until Lorand had explained its man purpose and effects. Hilsom powder was
used for the most part by phy-sicians, and not just to sedate certain patients, but dso to separate them
from the power. Even Low tdents can cause a good ded of havoc if they’re hystericd, or insane, or even
just ddlirious from a fever. Hilsom powder denies them the use of their talent while they’re sedated, and
returns their ability dowly over a period of time.

“So that means dl | should have to do is wait,” | mur-mured, feding a good dedl better. “Once I've
regained every hit of my strength, I'll Smply walk out of here. Any-one who tries to stop me will find out
the hard way why Fire is the guardian tdent in a Blending—"

My words broke off rather aoruptly, the slence caused by a sudden, deeper understanding of what |



faced. Once | I¢ft that house, | not only had nowhere to go, | had no ideahow | would locate the others.
And | had to locate them, no other course of action was possble. They needed my hdp—assuming |
found it possible to first help mysdf—and whatever | did would have to be done aone.

Depression tried to fill me again, but the strength flowing into me from the power left no room for
debilitating emo-tions. It was impossible to deny that | would have to act done, but that would hardly be
thefirg time. It might turn out to be the hardest time, but that would hold true only if | falled to make a
decent plan. That, then, was my firg objective: to make a plan rather than smply to act and run. Running
blindly is often worse than not running &t all.

So | returned to the tray with the intention of refilling my teacup, and ended up stting down to the
med. |I'd suddenly noticed that | was quite hungry dter dl, and it was neces-sary to remember that I'd
been commanded to eat. Giving those people the least hint that | wasn't quite as helpless as they
imagined would be stupid, and my Blendingmates and | had aready committed enough stupidities.

By thetime | finished the food—which | had to rewarm only alittte—more of the fog was gone from
my mind and | had a tentative plan. It had come to me that the others and | needed to know what had
been done to us, to make certain it was never done a second time. | was sure Lanir knew the details, and
it should be possible to get him to brag about his knowledge. He might even know what had been done
with the others, and if so, then | would know. | promised mysdf that, in the grimmest tone | could ever
remember usng.

| sat back in the chair with my teacup, trying not to dwdl on the mogt disurbing part of my
plan—which revolved around the fact that | couldn’t afford to leave the house until after that dinner party.
| would have been happiest if | could have walked out immediately, but that Lord Lanir was't here to be
questioned, and | redly didn’t want anyone send-ing guardsmen after meright away. They’d probably be
sent eventudly, but the longer | had to find a place to go, the better off | would be.

So | spped tea and wondered what had been planned for my father as a reception. Seeing him again
was another thing | would have been happy to miss, especidly if he brought Odrin Hallasser with him. It
was difficult to believe that anyone would actudly try to chadlenge a noble's dam to anything, so my
father had to be more than desperate. | might have pitied someone dse in the same Studion, but my
father had brought his problems on himsdf. He'd delib-erately made his bed without consdering anyone
ese, and now he could liein it without interference.

But | Hill would have been happier if | didn’'t have to see him pull the covers up ...

Three

Rion sat in the chair the servant had helped him to, feding more lightheeded than be could ever
remember being. It dmogt fdt as though he floated in midar, and his thoughts were much too vague. But
thet didn’t mean he had no idea about where he was or what was happening to him. That he knew dl too
wal, and if not for whatever drug had been given him, he would have been drowning in despair.

“Ah, good morning, my darling,” Mother’s voice came, and then she appeared to take the char
opposite his. “Did you deep well? Did you enjoy your breskfast? ... | know you're able to reply,
Clarion, and | would advise you to do so a once. I'm sure you've learned better than to make Mother
angry.”

“In point of fact, I’ve learned a good ded more than that,” Rion responded, forced to speak dowly
and with dif-ficulty. “The most important lesson is that your anger is meaningless, so you may do as you
pleasein that regard. | assure you that it will dl be the same to me”

“That, of course, will be the firg fdlacy you unlearn,” she countered, no longer as pleased as she'd
been. “You will quickly remember how uncomfortable my anger can make you, and aso, if necessary,
that it can become painful. | will have my darling boy back, just as he was before he left to be ruined.”

“You seem to think that ignoring the truth will make it go away,” Rion observed, wishing it were
possible to throw off the lethargy holding himin place. “Your former *darling boy’ has ceased to exi,
and the man he has become detests you and dl you stand for. If not for whatever I've been drugged
with, I would wak from this house without a Sngle backward glance.”



“To do what?” Mother chdlenged with a sound of rid-icule. “You haven't a Sngle copper of your
own, and you' re completely incapable of earning anything to support your-sdlf. Y ou would be reduced to
begging in the streets, and everyone who saw you would laugh. Do you want to be laughed at? As a
child, you hated when it happened ....”

“Do you mean when you arranged for it to happen?’ Rion said, taking advantage of the way her
voice had tralled off in an effort to humiliate him without words. “Yes, Mother, | have findly figured out
that dl my difficulties with people were caused by you. It left me no one but you to turn to for
companionship, which was precisdly the result you were after.”

“You don't need anyone' s companionship but ming” she grated, once again less than pleased. “But
that doesn’'t meen | caused those incidents. It’'s painful to say thisto you, my dear, but your ... dumsness
and lack of persondity precip-itated those discomfitures. You smply weren't able to cope, and dl | did
was sympathize and support you. If that’s the sort of thing you wish to blame me for, please fed free to
do s0. A loving mother is dways willing to be of whatever hdp she can be?’

“I find it difficult to believe that a one time | would have been swayed by that sort of nonsense” Rion
remarked, ig-noring the nobly suffering expression on her face. “This drug alows me nothing in the way
of strong emoetions, of course, but even beyond that your dams are patently ab-surd. Someone who is
incapable is incapable dl the time, not Smply when one particular person is about. Tel me what has
become of my friends”

“| forbid you to mention low, vulgar peasants in my pres-ence agan,” she said coldly with a gesture
of dismissd. “If it had been up to me, those who ruined my darling boy would have suffered a good dedl
more than they shdl ... And | will have my darling back again, evenif | mugt use something other than
persuasion to seeit done.”

“If you' re waiting for me to ask what that something is, you're being absurd again,” Rion said, trying
to find the energy to at least think about sruggling againgt the drug. “Your threats will never frighten me
agan, so you'd best resgn yoursdf to not having your own way thistime.”

“Indeed?’ she said, the deekness enough to have made Rion extremdy uneasy had he been free of
the drug. “But | dways have my own way, unless some vindictive snesk exercises his greater power
behind my back. If I'd known Embisson Ruhl was behind your having been stolen away from me ... but
no matter. I’ ve dready taken steps to even the score with him. Hell have as much pain as | had a your
loss ... But we were discussng methods other than gentle persuasion for gaining what | refuse to do
without.”

Thistime Rion said nothing, principaly to underscore hislack of interest. He truly fdt that being dead
would be pref-erable to remaning a prisoner for as long as his mother lived, something she needed to
understand and believe.

“The physcian told me something rather interesting,” Mother continued in the purr that showed she
was a her mog vindictive. “The sedative you're being given is cdled hilsom powder, and | was warned
not to keep you on it too long. Ancther day or two will be enough to be certain that your Air magic talent
is ruined beyond repair, but then you mus be taken off it or there could be ... mind damage. Are you
able to appreciate what that means?’

“Mind damage,” Rion echoed, afant chill actudly touching him. “My tdent ... ruined? What are you
say-ing?’

“Oh, my darling, don't you remember?’ the vile woman said with what he used to consder full
concern. “Being forced out of that Blending hurt you, and I’ ve decided againgt dlowing you to make any
effort to repair the harm. Y our talent encouraged you to disobey me, so now it mus be forfeit. There will
be no discusson on that particular point, but your mind is another matter. In order to keep it asit is, you
mug give me your solemn oath that you'll do as | wish. If not ...”

She let the words trall off suggetively again, increasing the chill that refused to let Rion banish it. If he
didn’'t obey her, he would be |eft in a state that was worse than death. But his talent, his ability! That she
meant to take, and how could he face life without it?

“My poor darling, | can see how terribly confused you are,” she said as she rose from her chair and
came close to pat his cheek. “I'll let you think about your answer for a short while, but only for a short



while I"ve been thinking about it as wel, and I'm nearly to the point of deciding that | might actudly
prefer you ... dtered. You'd be much more like the way you once were, and | redly do miss that. |
sncerely hope that your decison comes before | make my own, and now | must see to some business.
WE Il speak again later, darling.”

She smoothed his hair before heading out of the room, leaving Rion to gt numbly in dlent shock.
What she'd sad ... He now knew that he would not only have to give his word to obey her, but that she
would aso require him to beg for the opportunity to do so. He would be forced to abase himsdf
completely, and then might even be refused! And in any event, she'd aready made up her mind to mam
hm ...

Some part deep indgde Rion wanted to weep like a bro-kenhearted child, but the rest of him had
passed beyond the comfort and release of tears. His Blendingmates would be made to suffer, and he sat
helpless and unable to help them. It was even beyond him to hep himsdf, which brought sdlf-hatred and
even rage. The only blessing was that Naran couldn’t see him now, and that she, at least, was sdfe ...

But what of the others? And in the name of the Highest Aspect—what was he to do?

“Oh, yes...! That'smarveous ... ! Why didn't | ever try this before ... 7’

Vdlant became aware of the woman's voice fird, and then, after a long moment, he redized wha
she wasin the midg of. Hisfirg thought after that was of Tamrissa, and he amiled to think how far she'd
come. But then he opened his eyes, and shock tried to touch him when he saw Eltrina Razas instead of
the woman he loved.

“Don’'t be afool, dear boy,” the woman laughed as her body tightened around him. “We're through
when | say we're through, and that time hasn’t come yet. Who would have believed that a sedative used
a less than full strength would produce results like this? It has something to do with lowering inhibitions,
I'mtold, asif | carewhy it works. All | care about is that it does, and that it it going to stop anytime
soon.”

Vdlant had been trying to move himsdf out from beneath her, but she'd put her hands to his
shoulders to hold him 4ill. The effort should have been a joke, but his srength had apparently
disappeared somewhere completely out of reach. He hated what was being done to him, but there didn’t
seem to be away to stopit.

“You'd better tart showing me something in the way of enthusiadtic technique,” the femde noble
panted as she con-tinued to move up and down on him. “If you don't, | have a cozy little crate to put you
inuntil the next time | use you. Do you redly want to be put into atiny, arless crate?’

Panic flared in Vdlant, a panic intengfied by the sudden memory that he'd adready been put into
something like that. He'd choked and tried to scream, but the drug holding him had been much stronger
then it was now. He'd quickly passed out, but the next time he would be fully awake and aware ...

“That's only a little better,” the woman said, gill sound-ing dissatisfied. “If you can’'t do better than
that, I'll prob-ably leave you in the crate for good.”

“|l—don’t understand,” Vdlant hedged, fighting to sound confused rather than terrified. “What am |
supposed to be doin’ ?’

“You're supposed to be giving me pleasureé’ she replied dowly and clearly, as though she spoke to
an imbecile. “You do understand what pleasure is, don't you?’

“l can't seem to remember anythin’,” Vdlant responded, now driving for an ar of bewilderment.
“Who are you, and what are we doin’ here?’

“Oh, that's marvelous” the woman snarled, her expres-sion vengefully spiteful. “He said you would
probably be damaged, but he didn't say you would be stupid! What good is my getting what | want, if
you don't know I’'m getting it?’

“Am | supposed to know you?’ Vdlant tried, gicking to the pretense of mindiessness. “What you're
doin’ fedswonderful, so just keep on doin’ it. But ... shouldn't | be doin’ somethin’, too?’

“Oh, this is imposshble!” Eltrina snapped, suddenly mov-ing hersdf off him. “Not only isn't he
uffering, now he's giving me orders to keep pleasing him! For your information, peasant, | give the
orders, | don't take them. And | hope your frustration leve rises redly high, because you're under orders



not to give yoursdf any rdief. I'll be back later—after | speak to that fool in charge of your sedation!”

With that she stormed away, and a moment later Valant heard a door dam. By then he had managed
to turn to the sde, and now braced himsdf somewhat erect with his right elbow and arm. Moving like
that had been a battle, as what he most wanted to do was lie unmoving.

Lie unmoving in a rather amdl bed, he couldn’'t keep from naticing. In point of fact the entire room
was smdl, and there didn’'t seem to be any windows. Valant's heart began to beat faster, but the panic
trying to flood him had to fight its way through whatever they’d drugged him with. The idea of being put
inatiny crate might bring him terror, but the drug alowed him to think of the room as “just” being small.

Only afew drops of sweat dotted his forehead as he lay back, no longer interested in examining his
surroundings. The room appeared to be something on the order of ser-vant’s quarters, and except for a
plan wooden chest and the bed he lay on, it was completely unfurnished. Aside from the lock on the
door, which he/ d heard being thrown after Eltrinadammed out ....

Despite the drug, Vdlant had to fight for atime to keep the terror from taking him over completely.
Locked in, drugged into helplessness ... it was a wonder hismind hadn’t dready snapped. His bare body
had gone rigid as he struggled to free himsdf enough to move, enough to crawl to the door, at least, and
try to break it down. Anything to get free, to reach the outer air where he could breathe ...

But moving proved to be impossible, and after atime his sraining body was forced to admit it. Then
he remembered wha he'd been in the middle of before this insanity began, and he groaned doud. He
and the others had been taken somehow, cut down just as they were about to win the find competition.
Jowi, and Lorand, and Rion—and Tamrissa He had no idea what had been done with the others, but
that noble who had wanted Tamrissa ... At this very moment he might be savaging her, and he could do
nothing but lie unmoving in a bed!

That thought set Vdlant to sruggling even harder, but it was dill no use. The sweat now poured
down hisface and covered his body, but the drug continued to resst being bested. He was trapped and
helpless—and had nothing to look forward to but Eltrind's return and more humiligtion. But despite 4l
that he had to stay sane ... and he didn’t know if he could manageit ....

Four

“You seem to be adjuding quite nicdy,” the older woman said as she gave my gown a criticd
examination. “You look lovely, and Lord Lanir will be very pleased.”

“Has he returned yet?’ | asked as casudly as possible, kegping my gaze on the mirror and my
reflection. “He stopped by before he l€ft, to say that he would be late get-ting back.”

“It so happens he's dressing,” she replied dter some-thing of a hesitation. “I redize that with tonight’s
dinner being rather specid you have reason to ask, but in future such curiogty will not be received at dl
wadl. Lord Lanir is not here for your convenience, you are here for his”

“How good of you to explain things to me so clearly,” | responded in a murmur, sruggling to hold my
temper. “You can be sure | won't ask that same question again.”

“It's pleasant to see a young girl showing proper man-ners,” the womean replied in her iff, formd
way, obvioudy missng the dryness | hadn't been able to keep out of my tone. “Be sure not to muss
yourself while waiting to be cdled to dinner. Best, | think, would be to stand in the middle of the room.”

She added a nod to that bit of advice as though to un-derscore it, and then turned and left. The mad
who had helped me dress went with her, so | was findly able to turn away from the mirror. I'd needed
the help of my reflection to keep my expression properly neutra, especidly after see-ing the gown which
hed been chosen for me. All pink-and-white lace with flounces, a costume obvioudy designed for a very
young girl. I looked like achildinit, a helpless, innocent child.

Anger growled high indde me again, but the worry I'd been fencing with for hours had no trouble
overwhdming it. As soon as my rdief a being able to touch the power agan faded just a little, I'd
remembered | wasn't able to release that touch if | cared to. That meant | could be found out at any time
by someone with Fire magic, even though that someone would dso have to be touching the power.



Surdy there were any number of people who made a prac-tice of touching the power on a regular basis

As| sat down in a chair, | remembered ruefully how long I’'d spent that afternoon, waiting to be
found out. My usud sdf-confidence while touching the power had been badly shaken, and it only
reasserted itsdf after time had passed and no one had come burding in to shout and point a finger. It
became clear that either no one in the house with Fire magic was touching the power, or, more likely,
those touch-ing it were Low tdents and too far away to detect me.

| reached for the teacup I'd left sanding on the amdl table next to the chair, Spping the cold tea
without making any effort to rewarm it. It had occurred to me that my touching the power might be
overlooked by Low tdents, but ac-tudly usng my ability would certainly make it another story. Drinking
cold tea was a much more pleasant option—at least until Lanir came to get me. He was the Seated High
in Fire magic; surely he would be able to tdl that | touched the power ....

| finished the tea in a gulp and replaced the cup, having dready made up my mind about what |
would do if Lanir did find out. I’d have to forget about questioning him, of course, but | couldn’t afford to
let him interfere with my escape. He would have the chance to give up dl dam to me and to find
something to convince me that he spoke the truth, or he would find himsdlf facding me in chdlenge. If he
were a dl like the Seated High in Earth magic, he would probably stand no chance agangt me. |
believed that, | redly did, but the wat and the uncertainty about what would hap-pen had been
combining to fray my nerves to shreds.

Time began to drag again the way it had done that after-noon, but | refused to let mysdf get up and
pace. Nervous energy had been flowing into me as the hilsom powder lost more and more of its hold,
and I’ d expended quite a bit of that energy in pacing. Now, though, when | might soon need every scrap
of grength | could find ... Pacing was no longer agood idea, so | smply sat and fretted.

When the sound of the door being unlocked came, it was something of a surprise. I'd spent so long
getting mysdf used to the idea of waiting ... When the time for the need was abruptly over, | found mysdf
on my feet without re-membering the process of standing. If this was Lanir, things could start hgppening
a any moment. The door opened and it was the noble, and—

“My dear child, how very lovely you look,” he said, taking only a sngle step into the room, his gaze
moving dowly over me. “1 will be the envy of dl my friends, though only afew of them are invited to dine
with us to-night. Those few will have their own lovely companions with them rather than their wives, of
course, to round out the company in a proper way. My own lady wife is currently at one of our country
houses, s0 you need have no fear of being forced to endure an embarrassing confrontation. Come, let us
repair to the dining room.”

He hdd out hishand to me, and if I'd never seen stark desirein a man's eyes before, | was cartanly
seaing it now. For my own part | fdt weak with rdief, as the man was completdy closed to the power.
Jugt the way dl those peo-ple at the paace had been, induding the Fire magic member of the Seated
Blending. Was this ... ignoring of on€e's talent something al nobles did for a particular reason? | spent
only an ingant wondering, and then | began to wak toward my ... host.

By the time we reached the dining room, I'd regained control of mysdf. The house Lanir led me
through was enormous, at least three times the Sze of mine by the look of dl the rooms we passed. Lanir
chatted on and on, happily tdling me what a wonderful life | would have with him. | would be required to
reman in that house a dl times, of course, but would not be disturbed by anyone—even the children |
bore. Theinfants would be given over into the care of wet nurses, and would be housed esawhere.

“And the children will certainly have no rivas for my attention,” he continued as we waked down a
rather long hdl on the ground floor. “After years of marriage my wife has proven barren, and my few
companions were unable to produce offgpring of more than Middle tdent. None of the women was a
High hersdlf, of course, which certainly made the difference.”

“What if the difference was you rather than them?’ | asked in my most innocent tone, paying more
atention to the artwork on the wadls than to the man whose arm my hand rested on. “We both know I'm
aHigh, but from thelittle I’ ve seen, there’' s no such guarantee about you.”

Out of the corner of my eye | saw him part his lips, probably to remind me what his postion was. A



flash of anger had caused the urge, but both anger and urge died together when he redized | might be
right. He hadn’t earned his marvelous position, and denying that particular truth would be usdless.

“WE Il be taking our med in the smdl dining room,” he said after a moment instead, obvioudy trying
to maintain his good mood. “ Afterward we Il socidize a short while just to be polite, but then well send
our guests home and retire to your bedchamber. I'm quite looking forward to be-ginning the first of our
... asociation.”

He touched my hand briefly with that, the expression in his eyes matching the words, but this time |
held my tongue. Only after I'd baited him had it come to me that his anger might have made him reach for
the power, which meant I’d been afool to say what | had. | redly did need to learn to watch my words,
a least whilein the postion of being surrounded by enemies.

A short way down the hdll there were double doors stand-ing open, and as we approached | could
hear music being played and voices in conversation risng dightly above the music. When we turned into
the room, | learned Lanir’'s definition of a“smdl” dining room: a table to the right, large enough to seat
twelve people comfortably; a beauti-fully decorated gtting area to the left, with enough couches and
chairs to accommodate more than twelve, and a dais a the back of the room, holding a six-piece
orchestra. When we appeared, the people standing about talking—five men and five ... girls rather than
women—adl| turned from their conversation to us.

“Wdl, it's about time,” one of the men announced with a dy amile, his greasy gaze moving over me.
“l can sec what kept you, Lanir, but canapés are no subgtitute for an actua med.”

“You could do with an interest beyond edting, Fasher,” Lanir replied with a amug expression,
pointing to the man's protruding bely. “If you keep putting things down your throat, you'll soon be
unable to get close enough to atable to reach the food.”

Everyone induding the man Fasher laughed at that, dl but one young gil who stared a me
wide-eyed ingead. She was a pretty little thing, but more importantly she was some-one with a Low
tdent in Fire magic—who aso happened to be touching the power. Her hand reached out tentatively to
the man she stood beside, probably to tdl hm about what she could fed of my srength, so | quickly
locked eyes with her and shook my head dightly. Her hand immediately re-turned to her sSde as she
obeyed my slent command to say nothing, but that incident added itsdf to my lig of worries. She'd
agreed to be glent, but how long would that agree-ment last?

“I'm told thet it was business rather than your lovey little toy which kept you,” ancther of the men
sdd to Lanir as the man beside me began to lead the group toward the beaurtifully set table. “Everyone
seems to bein a dither about something, but no one iswilling to discuss details”

“At the moment there's only one topic causng a dither, and you should know perfectly wel whet it
is” Lanir re-plied, his good mood fading again. “Everything was ar-ranged for Adriari’s group to take
over, and now we're faced with those five Debate and argument are raging like runaway forest fires,
with no one able to bring Water magic to bear to quiet any of it.”

“What could there possibly be to argue about?’ a third man asked as we reached the table and Lanir
began to seat meto hisleft. “If they won the competitions—and they did—then they have to be Seated.”

“You've never met Advisor Zolind, have you, Wirn?" Lanir replied as he moved a step to the chair at
the head of the table and sat. “The man has more power than any other ten people you might name, and
the rumor is that he abso-lutely opposes Seeting this particular new Five. | say it's arumor, because a full
Advisory medting has been cdled for tomorrow. It would have been held sooner, but two of the
Advisors are away and won't be able to return until then. Zolind means to voice his opinions at that
meeting, and then we Il have fact rather than rumor.”

“How often has Advisor Zolind's opinion falled to find support with the others?’ the fat Lord Fasher
asked, his own amusement having disappeared. “It would be most anoying to have to wait through
another round of competitions.”

“If the rumors are true, that's probably what we have ahead of us” Lanir replied, reaching for the
winegglass a servant had jud filled. “I’'m told that Zolind's wishes haven't been argued with in fifteen
years, 0 he's unlikdy to be refused this time. That, of course, is the bads for dl the argument. Those
who had made ... accommodations with Adriari’s group want the chance to do the same with another



picked group, while those, like you, who didike the interruption in business or the cost of another round
of com-petitions, want the annoyance a an end.”

“Why doesn’t that firg group Smply make the same ar-rangements with the new Fve?” Wirn asked,
having taken the chair at the foot of the table, which unbalanced the seat-ing. “It shouldn’'t be dl that
difficult to do it a second time.”

“It'samatter of changed circumstance rather than diffi-culty,” a third man put in, someone who had
remained slent until now. “Adriari’s group was chosen, which made them reasonably amenable. This
new group can dam actudly to have won, and only a very few people can prove otherwise. Ther
danding is, therefore, substantialy higher, so buying their cooperation will probably be a good ded more
expen-sve.”

“Not to mention who the five people are,” Lanir added with a nod of agreement. “Their fathers are
each powerful and respected men, but for the most part the children are ether throwaways or potentialy
too dangerous. If your child is a High tdent, he or she had better be fully capable and completdy under
your control. If he or sheign't, it's safer to dispose of that child as quickly as possible”

The other men agreed with that, and began to discuss various people who had wisdy rid themsdves
of potentialy dangerous or embarrassing children. Lanir, having started the discussion, joined in with full
enthusasm while beginning on the soup we were dl being served. | spent a brief moment wondering if he
were actudly as supid as he seemed, then came to the condusion that he was smply one of those who
were completdly insengtive. | was a lowborn woman who had no choice but to do exactly as he wished;
why should he careif | redlized that he meant either to endave or dispose of any High taented children |
might give him?

The creamed soup was excellent, which helped me do something with my mouth other than tdling off
the fool of aman to my right. It would have been different if I'd ac-tudly had to have the man’s children,
of course, but snce | would be leaving that place in just a few hours, it was't difficult to keep quiet. Or
not too difficult. Now that | knew one of the reasons the nobility had so few High taents, it would have
been pleasant to point out the supidity.

In another group my remaining slent might have been noticed, but in that one | smply blended in.
None of the other women said even a sngle word, and the men ignored them as though they weren't
there. Women in that group were obvioudy no more than decorations, no more than the “toys’ one of the
men had referred to earlier. That arrange-ment annoyed me as wdl, but it was something | didn't want to
do something about. The girl with the Low taent in Fire magic ...

That girl had been having trouble controlling her agitation as she was seated to Wirn's left. On her
right was another of the women, and Wirn himsdf was too involved in the fird discusson to be
interrupted. That meant she had to keep her discovery to hersdf, dirring in her char and looking
everywhere but in my direction.

And then the discussion about children began, and a frown appeared on her face. She listened to
what was being said, the frown changing dowly to a look of panful despair, and after a moment | could
see the glint of tearsin her eyes. | had no ideawhat it was that actudly disturbed her, but could only hope
that it wasn't what had suddenly come to me the possihility that she'd dready given Wirn at least one
child. If that were the case, she now knew what that child's fate would be ...

Suddenly the girl looked up, and for the fird time met my gaze. There were il tears visble in her
eyes, but she forced afant amile and shook her head in a ddiberate way, dearly sending me a message.
She had changed her mind about speaking to Wirn of her discovery, and might even have been wishing
me well. She could have had no idea what | planned, of course, and was probably only hoping that |
meant to use my strength in some way. Rather than pretending ignorance and innocence, | smiled and
nodded before giving my attention back to the food. That poor girl had deserved to be given some sort
of pogtive sgn ...

The topic of conversation shifted again with the next course, which was a ddicioudy sweet pate with
shredded radishes. Tak of new houses and the newest “in’ places to build them had barely been started,
when a servant appeared at Lanir's 9de. Lanir ignored him while completing a re-mark, and only then
turned his head to the servant and nod-ded.



“Thereis a person here to see you, my lord,” the servant announced with frigid dignity. “He dams to
have an gp-pointment, which is the only reason | agreed to disturb you. Shdl | have him thrown out, or
amply put somewhere to await your pleasure?’

“Nether,” Lanir replied with sudden amusement. “1’d nearly forgotten he was coming, and how much
I’d been looking forward to his gppearance. Show himin, Bowes.”

“At once, my lord,” the servant acknowledged with a bow, then disappeared as slently as he'd
arived. | sat there quidly finishing my pate, pretending | didn’'t know who the caler was. It seemed my
father had arrived, and | couldn’t help thinking how well he would have fit into that group.

Lanir went back to his conversation about houses, a secret gmile curving his lips. Whatever
preparation he'd made for my father’s vigt were obvioudy going to remain his secret for a while, which
suited me jugt as wdl. With the choice between Lanir and my father, | couldn’t decide whose side to be
on. | took a hot, buttered roll and bit into it, and with the last bite the servant Bowes reappeared, leading
the vis-itor.

“Gentles, the merchant Storn Torgar,” Bowes an-nounced, stressng the word merchant as though it
were something low and dimy and obscendy amusng. My father, used to being looked up to and
admired, colored at the dur and ground his teeth a bit, but by the time he moved past the servant, he'd
forced a charming amile onto his face.

“Lord Lanir, how good of you to receive me” he of-fered, his atitude saying he spoke to a near
equd. “I gpol-ogize for interrupting your dinner, but the matter is rather urgent. As soon as we're in
agreement, I'll be on my way again.”

“Did | remember to tdl you dl that | had an amusement planned for us tonight?’ Lanir said to his
friends while completely ignoring his caler. “This peasant is the father of my lovely companion here—do
you see the resemblance, with both of them being blond>—and he's had the nerve to chdlenge my dam
to her. He said he' swilling to negotiate for her return, so shdl we ask what his offer is?’

“By dl means” Wirn cdled with alaugh from the other end of the table. “I haven't had a redly good
laugh in quite some time”

“Yes, let’s hear it,” the fat-bellied Fasher agreed while he other three men made smilar comments.
“The posturing of peasants has dways been good for a chuckle”

“Do you hear that, Torgar?’ Lanir sad to my father, who had gone absolutdy expressionless.
“They'redl on your Sde, so let’s hear what sort of offer you're prepared to make.”

“l expected to discuss the matter in private, just between gentlemen,” my father replied, an edge to
the voice he hdd completdy without inflection. “As you seem to prefer a public negotiation instead, | can
do nothing other than oblige you. The girl is my daughter so my dam to her supersedes yours, but I'm
prepared to be reasonable. A thousand gold dinsif | wak out of here with her right now.”

| couldn’t keep from blinking &t that, obvioudy having had no red idea just how desperate my father
was to get me back. I'd noticed that Odrin Halasser hadn’'t come with him, which wasn't a good sgn
where my father was concerned. The horrible beast of a man must have ordered my father to retrieve me
or de ... For thefird time | wondered wheat that “or s’ might entall.

“Redly, my good man, how can you say that?’ Lank drawled as his friends laughed. “The young lady
hean't even finished her dinner as yet. Do you redly expect me to turn her out hungry?’

“All right, two thousand!” my father snapped, coloring again a the laughter. In his embarrassment
he' d glanced at me where | sat unspeeking, the expression in his eyes sug-gesting that he expected to see
melaughing as wel. Under other circumstances | might have done just that, but having two men discuss
the price for my purchase was something | found less than amusing.

“Wdl, now we have an offer of two thousand,” Lanir said, again pesking modlly to his friends. “He
redly seems to didike the idea of her having dinner, but | find mysdf curious. Tdl me, peasant: just how
high are you prepared to go in order to spirit her away from my board? Stop play-ing the merchant for a
moment, and pretend to be a man. What is the absolutely highest figure you're prepared to of-fer?’

“You'reright, we' re wadting time here,” my father re-turned tightly, his fair skin ill flushed. “I tried
to save us both the trouble of a court appearance and a public scanda, but some people aren’t capable
of understanding when they’re done a favor. My find offer is five thousand gold dins If tha figure



doesn't it you, we can continue this discussion before a pand of judges.”

“0000, now the peasant is threatening me” Lanir said, his bad pretense of being frightened causng
his friends to laugh even harder. “He offers a sum that only a child would find impressive, then expects
me to believe that any court in this aty would find in his favor rather than in mine You're obvioudy a
fool, peasant, s0 | redly ought to be gentle with you. Y ou've named your highest price, but haven't yet
asked me to name one. Would you like to try that before you go sorming off to court?’

“It' sfarly obvious I'm dill wasting my time, but why don’t you go ahead and name your price. That
way I'll get some amusement out of this as well.”

My father had spoken tightly, with repressed anger, but he probably couldn’'t have refused to ligen
even if he'd wanted to. Not only did he have the awareness of Odrin Halasser riding him, refusing to
ligen to an offer went counter to everything he stood for.

“If it's amusement you're looking for, peasant, my offer should it you perfectly,” Lanir said, a glitter
of crud an-ticipation in his eyes. “In order for me to even consder what you're asking, you mugt first put
forth your proposal in the proper manner. If you'll turn about, you'll see a box on thet table to the right of
the door. Go and put on what you find indde the box, and then we ll be able to continue this discusson.”

My father hesitated vighly, only glancing at the box rather than going straight to it. He also glanced at
me where | sat turned sdeways on my chair, but | was just as much in the dark as he. | hadn’'t even
noticed that box, the sort which dothing often camein, so | had no idea what might be init.

Someone else might have refused even to look, but it was a measure of my father's desperation that
the end of his hestation found him walking over to the box. It took only a moment to open it, and then he
threw away the top and pulled out the box’ s contents to shake theitemin an angry fig.

“Themoatley of afodl!” he snarled, so livid he was nearly beside himsdf. “And you expect me to put
thison?’

“But of course,” Lanir agreed blandly while everyone ese laughed uproarioudy. “Didn’'t | say you
were a fool? | amply want you to look like what you certainly are. You may change in the next room,
and then you're to return.”

Despite his anger, my father hesitated for the second time. The pressure on him to get me back was
obvioudy enor-mous, otherwise he never would have thought twice about sorming out. It was clear he
found himsdf in the midst of actudly considering going dong with whet he’ d been told to do, but then his
years of experience in dedling with people came to his rescue.

“You said you would ‘ consider ligening' if | did things your way,” he remembered aoud, spesking to
a patiently wating Lanir. “Nothing about accepting my offer, just an agreement to congder it. | redly
would be afodl if | went dong with this, S0 you can save this outfit for yoursdf. Specificdly for when you
find out that there are others with influencein the courts beside yoursdf.”

He threw the motley away without watching to see where it would land, and smply stalked out of the
room. Lanir's friends were dl 4ill laughing, their companions dutifully giggling dong with them, but Lanir
shook his head with asgh.

“I'm disappointed,” he complained to everyone in gen-erd, dl but pouting. “1 expected him to
actudly get into that outfit before he redized the truth, but he found me out. Now I'll have to find
someone ese to wesar it. Maybe that friend of his, the one who didn’'t come with him thistime.”

“You've probably been saved some effort, Lanir,” Wirn consoled his friend while | tried to picture
Odrin Halasser wearing motley. “If he'd put that thing on and only then found out you had no intention of
gving the girl up, he might have done something foolish like trying to attack you. From the way he
behaved, | doubt he knows who you are.”

“But he'll find out if he tries to go to court,” Lanir re-sponded happily as he reached for aroll. “Hell
discover that no one is dlowed to inditute suit againgt me, not as long as | remain Seated High. Do you
think he Il decide to wait until the next chalenge, to seeif I'm unSeated?’

Generd laughter greeted that question, showing they al knew that the outcome of chalenges was
caefully arranged in advance. Servants reappeared with seaming dishes hold-ing the next course, so
once agan | was helped to keep from commenting. Assuming Lanir turned out to be reason-able later
and | was able to leave without interference, | intended to seeif it was possible to return at the time of the



next chalenge. The man deserved to lose his place publidy, and being defeated by a woman would add
inault to injury.

| spent the rest of the medl dreaming about proper re-venge, and once we retired to the gtting area |
went back to that very pleasant pastime. Lanir had one of the servants put on the discarded motley, and
then he and his friends made the man dance around the way court fools were sup-posed to have done
when there were kings and ther courts running the world. Men who were very proficient in ther
respective aspect were cdled knights, which is where the phrase, “knight in shining aspect” comes from.
I’'m not sure how “shining” they were, but today’ s Highs are supposed to be their equivaent.

After the lordly nobles finished with their amusement, Lanir gave his friends a find glass of wine and
then sent them home. None of them seemed surprised at being dl but thrown out, nor were they insulted.
They left laughing and joking with one another, and then Lanir turned to me,

“Your behavior tonight was absolute perfection,” he said, holding out his arm to me. “The time has
now come for the part I've redly been waiting for, so let’s hurry back to your gpartment.”

| rose from the chair I’d been gtting in and went to take his arm, ignoring the part of me that wanted
to tremble with dread. I’ d have no trouble handiing whatever came next, | knew | would have no trouble

... | hoped ...
Five

Kambil Argtin walked into the Stting room of the residence where the others had dready gathered,
looking around with a great ded of satisfaction. Bron, Homin, and Sdendi sat together chetting, and
Ddin dmply sat by himsdf and stared. Ddin would have been devastated to know how ... vacant he
looked, but Kambil knew better than the others that Ddin was no longer being dlowed to know
anything. His unthinking body wasn't even aware of where it was, let done that it was only permitted to
follow orders, not to consider them.

“Ah, Kambil, you're back,” Bron said after looking up. “How did it go? Did you learn anything?’

“| certainly did, which meansweé ll be busy tonight,” Kambil replied, heading for the everpresent tea
sarvice. If for some reason he had to stop drinking tea, he had no idea what he would do with himsdf in
place of halding a cup and Spping fromiit.

“Does tha mean we dill aren’t to be dlowed into the pdace?’” Sdendi asked. “They have a lot of
nerve keeping us out after we won the competitions.”

“Don’t forget that we were helped to win, my sweet,” Homin told her with a chuckle. “Tha means
they think we owe them something. But | take it Zolind is dill being dif-ficult?’

“Advisor Zalind Maylock was undoubtedly born diffi-cult,” Kambil said over his shoulder as he
added sugar to histea. “He's cdled for aful megting of dl his brother Advisors, ingding that it be hdd
tomorrow. Once the meet-ing is in sesson hell certainly inggt that we be disqudified and that a new
round of competitions be held next year, with the present Blending remaining Seated for the time. We
can't afford to let that happen, so tonight we ll see to it that the man who was born difficult dies the same
way.”

“Won't he be expecting us to try something like that?’ Bron asked, watching as Kambil carried his
teacup to a chair and sat. “I mean, we are a functioning Blending, dter dl. Only a fool would ignore that
fact and discount us”

“Sometimes ignorance accounts for agood ded of fool-ishness,” Kambil told him, pausing to sp his
tea before continuing. “ For instance, there's a guard contingent star-tioned around this house now. It was
posted there suppos-edly to ‘protect’ us, but they dso have orders to make sure we don't leave. The
guardsman | passed on the way out was kind enough to tdl me that, dthough he doesn’'t remember
gpesking to me and is prepared to swear that no one got by him. Zolind doesn’t even redly understand
what we' re ca-pable of individudly, so how can he possibly guard againg us as a Blending?’

“He can't, s0 he's ours as soon as we reach him,” Sdendi said happily, tightening her grip on
Homin's hand. “And since no one will remember that we left and then returned, hell even have provided
uswith witnesses to sup-port our innocence.”



“A point which | find extremely amusing,” Homin said with afant amile, briefly rasing Sdendi’s hand
to hislips “What I'd like to know, though, is how well cover our-selves where the Seated Blending is
concerned. You said we would be ending them as wdl, and who dse but us will be considered able to
do that?’

“No one, which is why they won't be ‘ended,” at least as far as the world is concerned.” Kambil
mede no effort to hide his amusement, as the idea which had come to him 4ill had the ability to tickle.
“The Five will be seen to leave the palace without ther guard, on the way out saying some-thing to the
effect that they’d done their duty and had no interest in hanging about any longer. People will have the
impresson that they mean to implement private plans, which ought to explan ther complete
disappearance. And they will disappear, in away that no one will ever find them again.”

“Isthat why you had me check on the abandoned quarry ten miles beyond the far sde of the city?’
Bron asked, sudden understanding coloring his expression. “I remember thinking that properly weighted
bodies thrown into the water would never come to the surface agan—at least until the water had turned
them completely unrecognizable. Is that where you intend to put them?’

“As soon as dl dothing and jewdry are stripped from them,” Kambil confirmed with a nod. “Thet
way no onewill know who they are even if the bodies are found. | doubt there are as many as a dozen
ordinary people in and around this city who know the Five by sght, and that's who would find them:
ordinary people. Those who would be able to idetify the bodies won't even hear about the
incdent—assuming the bodies are found at dl.”

“And even if they are, well have been Seated by then,” Sdendi said with the satisfaction they Al
obvioudy fdt. “We ll dso have made good progress in ridding ourselves of anyone who might be willing
to use the discovery againgt us, so we ll be doubly protected. When are we going to begin, and what do
you have planned for Zalind?’

“l have something rather ... complex in mind for our friend Zolind, and well begin about an hour
before dinner-time” Kambil replied, letting his own satisfaction show through. “He adways has dinner
guests, which means our little production will have an adequate audience. I'll tdl you the plan, and then
you can dl criticizeit for flaws”

“Not dl of us, happily,” Homin disagreed rather dryly. “Poor Ddin over there won't be criticizing or
complaining ever agan, for which I'm extremdy grateful. If you hadn’'t put him under your control, I'm
convinced he would have soon begun to whine”

“What do you mean, ‘would have ?” Bron countered with a snort. “If he wasn't whining about being
left out of things, I’ ve never heard the sound. This way we have his strength and taent in the Blending,
but otherwise don’t have to put up with his feebleminded insanity. So what are we going to be doing to
Zolind?

Kambil leaned forward and told them, dl the while marveing at the artificd persondities he and his
grandmother had imposed on the three. The idea of doing that had been Grammi’s, and it had come as a
mild surprise that she'd perfected the technique on Kambil’s father, who was her son. She’d begun her
practice on her own husband, and when she’ d accidentaly ruined his mind had had to arrange his death.
A different accident had made the death of her daughter-in-law aso necessary, but by the time she
worked on her son, she knew dl the trouble spots which had to be avoided.

And Kambil had found the technique ridiculoudy easy to work with when they’d done his three
Blendingmates. Their dysfunctiond persondities had been pushed asde and over-shadowed by cdm,
rationd pseudo-egos, none of which could redly be considered fully norma, but ones which were essly
led and manipulated. The three subjects loved what they cdled their new salves, of course; what they had
no idea about was the fact that they weren’t permitted to do anything but love them.

Thar &hility to function in the group had been increased, though, so Kambil was serious about
conaulting their opin-ions. The four of them discussed Zaolind's coming demise for quite some time, urtil
Kambil announced that he' d ar-ranged for a late-afternoon bite to eat. The interim med would hold them
until they returned to the house, and then they would dine long and well.

They took Ddin dong to eat as wdl, of course, and Kam-bil found himsdf regretting dl over agan
that it hadn’t been possible to adjust the man the way the others had been ad-justed. He had to be kept



ina sort of nonthinking limbo most of the time, and then had to be controlled carefully when his talent was
needed. It was a lot of extra effort that should have been unnecessary—except for the deeply twisted
thing Ddin's mind had been turned into. Kamhbil was beginning to nurse dmog as much resentment
agang Ddin'sfather as Ddin fdt ....

But ample revenge would have to wait until more press-ing matters were attended to. Kambil sat
back at the end of the med to study his people, for the most part satisfied with what he'd accomplished.
That excuse his father had been given about why he'd been put into a Blending ... Despite the care
Kambil usudly took to keep from frightening those he came in contact with, someone had seen through
the fa-cade and had become frightened anyway. Whoever it was had to have a respectable amount of
power, and so was a dangerous enemy. As soon as Zolind and the current Blend-ing—and certain of the
rest of the Advisors—were seen to, Kambil would make it his business to identify the person, and then
he would give the man his thanks for dmost having ruined hislife

Once the med was over everyone separated to prepare for the outing, Ddin being taken care of by
two of the ser-vants. Thar group tended toward brightly colored clathing, which smply would not do for
their current undertaking. Not being noticed was more eadly accomplished when peo-ple had drabness
to overlook, and Kambil’s groupmates never questioned the need to make things easier for him. That
was one definite benefit which made up for the bother of having to be in charge.

When dl five of them had reassembled in the hdl, Kambil switched Ddin over to asmply being under
control, then he initiated the Blending. Their entity formed a once, of course, and proved to be amost
completely stable despite Ddin’s ... buried desire to rage, might it be called? Some-where beneeth dl the
control and passivity was the angrily terrified Ddin persondity, hating what had been and was being done
to him.

But Ddin had never been able to resist being taken ad-vantage of, and now was no exception. After
amoment his part of the entity settled down, and then their combined talents were able to search out and
affect every member of the guard force around the residence. The guardsmen would continue to reman
dert, but would see nothing of the five as they left and returned.

Then it became smply a matter of their walking out to the coach Kambil had arranged for earlier.
The driver would be seen to later by the Blending, after Zolind and the Five were taken care of. Kambil
had no idea how long their prac-ticed group could reman Blended before its strength was completely
drained, and now was not the time to experi-ment. After they were securely Seated there would be time
enough; for now, he kept their Blending separated when there was no redl need of it.

The drive to Zolind's estate was a long, boring one, as Zolind detested living close to the city. During
the day it would have been difficult to hide the presence of their coach, but with darkness dl around they
amply had to avoid the lanterns which had been strung dong the approach to the house. The ariving
guests saw nothing that way, which was just as it was supposed to be.

Ddin stirred uncomfortably where he sat on the floor of the coach, which told Kambil that the man's
position needed to be shifted. The movement meant the man's body was in pain, and pain would detract
from what he added to the Blending. For that reason Kambil had Sdendi trade places with Ddlin, as she
was the amdlest of them despite her skirts. The exchange of places was made without argument, of
course, and then they were able to Blend again.

The entity floated to the large house and inside, locating Zolind dter afew minutesin the sdon beside
the large dining room. It was clear not dl of the Advisor’'s guests had arrived yet, and that despite the fact
that amogt twenty peo-ple stood about Spping wine. Zolind himsdf drank only tea, but never inssted
that his guests do the same. The conver-sation was much too desultory, however, so the entity touched
one of the men immediatdy around Zolind with a suggestion.

“Someone asked me today why the Seating ceremony for the new Blending hasn't been announced
yet,” the portly man who had been touched announced casudly. “Since | don't redly know the answer
mysdf, | couldn’t tdl them.”

“The answer is quite smple” Zolind replied obediently, now completdly under the control of the
entity. “The time of the ceremony has't been announced because there will be no ceremony. | wanted
Adriari and her people to be Seated, and these others are not an acceptable subgtitute. Tomorrow | will



announce that at the Advisory meeting, and none of the others will dare to disagree with me.”

“My dear fdlow, you can't be serious,” the portly men protested, again at the urging of the entity.
“Adriari and her group are gone, and these others have won the competitions. You can't smply discount
that just because they aren’t the group you favored.”

“l can do anything | please!” Zolind growled in a louder--than-norma voice, drawing the attention of
everyone in the sdon. Those immediady around him had remaned dlent, trying to disassociate
themsalves from the portly man who was so rash as to disagree with Zolind. The entity fdt ther
disturbance clearly, and made no atempt to changeit.

“l can do anything | please, induding rgecting people | imply cannot ssomach!” Zolind growled
foroefully, glaring it the portly man. “Tha Ddin Moord is one of them, and I’ ve become convinced that
Moord is the one responsible or Ollon’s desth. Someone has to be responsible, someone has to pay! Do
you have any idea how much | miss—’

Zolind's words broke off as he obediently turned away from his guests, one hand covering his eyes
to demonstrate his anguish. A roomful of glances were exchanged, making it plain that most of them were
aware of Zolind's relation-ship with Ollon Kapmar. It was dso clear that Zolind had never mentioned it
aoud before, and more than afew of the observers were upset by Zolind's aorupt loss of self-control.

“You have our sympethy, of course, my friend, but you must be reasonable” the portly man was
made to say gently after amoment. “If the winning Five isn't Seated, the com-moner leaders will want to
know why. Tdling them that someone has to pay for Ollon's desth won't satify them, not when there's
no actud proof that it was this Moord fdlow. And you don’t have actud proof, do you?’

“| didike the elder Moord, and | loathe his son!” Zolind was made to shout as he whirled back to
face the fool who chalenged him. “Have you somehow forgotten exactly who | am? | want someone to
pay for Ollon’'s death, and therefore someone will pay! Are you too stupid to under-stand that?”

Zalind was now in a frenzy, his eyes opened wide as pittle sprayed from his mouth. Those closest to
hm had taken a pair of steps back, some retregting even farther. The portly man was made to look
horrified as he joined everyone dse in recoiling, and tha was dlowed to increase the Ad-visor's
agitation. Zolind began to shout incoherently, his face reddening dangeroudy as he accused everyone in
the room of being in calluson againg him. Then the Advisor gasped and clutched a his chest, fdtering a
moment before callgpang to the floor.

The portly man led some of the others in rushing to Zo-lind, but it was dready too late. The entity
hed caused the Advisor’s heart to fall, killing the man amogt ingtantly.

“He s dead!” the portly man announced in a shocked whisper as he sruggled to sraighten up. “HeE's
dead, and | fed responsible!”

“You were insane for arguing with him, but it is7't your fault that he's dead,” one of the other guests
grudged, re-lieving the entity of the need to cause someone to say that. “Losng Ollon obvioudy unhinged
him, and we're dl quite fortunate that he died. If he'd lived, his madness would have caused untold harm
before someone found the courage to oppose him.”

“If they’d ever found it,” the portly man agreed with a Sgh. “Zolind's autocratic manner has never
been easy to disagree with, but tonight | smply couldn’t abide letting the matter go. There would have
been dl sorts of trouble if the new Five faled to be Seated Smply because Zolind didiked one of them,
but the other Advisors would never have been able to overrule im.”

“People have sad for years that Zolind had a collection of serious indiscretions to hold over ther
heads,” someone dse put in. “Anyone opposing him would have been promptly arrested ... and now |
wonder where that collec-tion might have been kept.”

Others joined the speculation as servants were cdled to attend to the body, and the mogt uniform
emotion the group shared was an ar of disgppointment. The entity perceived that Zolind's guests didiked
the idea of no longer being an intimate of so important a man, dthough “intimate’ wasn't precisdy the
right word. Zolind had been redly close to no one but Ollon Kapmar; the rest had been dl but facdess
company for aman who had didiked dining aone.

At that point the entity withdrew, and once it had returned to the coach Kambil dissolved the bond.
He joined the oth-ers in taking a deep breeth to celebrate their first success, then rapped on the coach



roof to Sgnd the driver to get them away from there. There was dill one further chore to be done tonight,
and then they would be able to return to the resdence to eat and rest. Tomorrow ... well, that remained
to be seen, depending on whether or not the rest of the Advisors held their mesting, or attended the
farewd| ceremony for Zolind.

Kamhbil amiled into the darkness as the coach began to love. There was no need for ther entity to
attend a farewd| ceremony, but the full Advisory meeting was another matter entirdly ....

Six

“I’ve been looking forward to thisdl day,” Lanir said as he closed the bedchamber door behind us.
“| fdt tempted to taste your charms yesterday, but | didike lack of response in a woman. | expected to
have mogt of the day with you today, not redizing that | would be caled away on business. Don't bother
ringing for amaid. Helping you out of that gown will be my pleasure.”

“Hrgt answer a question for me” | said, crossing most of the room before stopping and turning back
to look a him. “My group was winning that find competition, and then suddenly we were unconscious.
How did they do that?’

“Hilsom powder in your underclothes, which stayed un-disturbed until the underclothes were shaken
with Air magic, forced you out of touch with the power, and then Earth magic users helped the powder
to put you to deep,” be answered eadly enough as he followed me across the room. “That's what's
usudly done, dthough it's never been nec-essary in the find round before.”

“And what became of my groupmates?’ | asked, stand-ing my ground as his ams began to circle
me. “Were they dl damed by someone like you?’

“l have no idea what became of them, nor do | care,” he replied, amiling down a me as his embrace
dowly tight-ened. “And | believe you'll discover that there is no one else precisdy like me. Raise your
lipsto mine”

“For what purpose?’ | asked, flatly refusng to let my voice tremble. “I may be prepared to say
goodbye to you and this vile place, but that doesn’'t necessaxily cdl for akiss”

“Are you trying to tease me?’ he asked, his tone less than pleased. “If you are because you think |
might enjoy it, alow me to assure you that you're wrong. Denid is not my idea of enjoyment, and can
only bring you punishment. Although how the need for punishment can be possble after the orders
you've been given ...”

“Have you findly noticed that I'm not as obedient as I'm supposed to be?’ | asked in what | hoped
was a mocking tone. “It's certainly about time, as the touch of you againg my body is meking me ill.
Re ease me this moment, or you'll surely wish you had.”

“How dare you!” he began to demand in a growl, and then his expresson abruptly changed. Fear
flashed in his eyes as he suddenly touched the power, but his burst of understanding came too late. I'd
dready gpplied atiny line of flames to hisforearms under his deeves, which made him flinch back with a
scream even as he opened his own tdent wide.

“What have you done?’ he choked out in a strangled whisper, cradling his arms in trembling hands.
“Y ou're opened to the power, but that’s not possible! And you're so—"

“Strong?’ | suggested, spesking the word he hadn’t. “I would ask why that frightens you—if |
weren't able to tdl that you have no more than Middle taent. Doesn't that mean your title has to be
changed to Seated Middle? | can’t wait to tdl that joke to everyoneinthecty ....”

His scream interrupted before | could suggest the price of my sllence, and then there were flanes dl
around, trying to burn me to cinders. My defenses had automaticaly flared into being an ingant before
the attack, which in this case meant no more than Imply keeping the ravening fire a a distance. Lanir just
wasn't drong enough to ovewhedm me, So | amiled faintly through the flickering evidence of his
fear-filled anger.

“You can see that that isn't doing you a bit of good,” | pointed out gently. “If you're wise you'll be
reasonable about letting me go, but firg you'll have to convince me that you intend to keep to any bargain
we happen to make, have no reason to trust you and every reason not to, so—’



“No!” the man screamed with figts clenched, insanity beginning to peer out of his eyes. “I can't let
you go after inggting thet | be dlowed to daim you! I'll look like afool, and I'll become a laughingstock!
Better to be thought dumsy for having turned you to ash—!”

And then his eyes widened with his effort, an effort | understood only after a very long moment. The
fool was ignoring his limits and trying to take in enough power to match me, which meant he redly was
insane. Middles weren't able to step past that natura block—

Histhird and last scream shook me so badly that | sum-bled back, narrowly missng a collison with
atable. Along with the scream had come the abrupt severing of Lanir’s touch on the power, followed by
the man’s gtting down hard on the carpeted floor. By then he had stopped scream-ing, and | didn’'t need
to see his black, fixed stare to know what had happened. He'd forced himsdf past his naturd stopping
place, and had burned himsdlf out for his trouble.

| turned away to find a chair to st down in, needing a moment to pull mysdf together. The fact that
Lanir had taken himsdf out of my way permanently didn’t bother me, but the screaming he'd done did.
How soon would people come rushing in to see what had happened? And when they came, would | be
able to protect mysdf from them? | wasn't sure, not when | didn’t know how many there would be and
whet they would be capable of ...

Trying to dill the trembling of my hands occupied me for a few minutes, and then | began to wonder
why no one had appeared yet. Surdly someone had heard the screams, no matter how big that house
was, so why hadn’'t they—The question died as the answer came so abruptly that | was suddenly
enraged. No one had come after hearing the screams because they thought | was the one doing the
screaming. They must have been very used to their em-ployer’ s way of enjoying himsdf ...

That redization camed me completely, so familiar was it. My husband had run the same sort of
household, and now Lanir would soon be in the same condition as my hus-band. That idea seemed so
beautifully right thet | turned in the chair to look a Lanir, seeing again the way he sat and stared and
drooled. When they found him they would put him down, meking no effort to preserve an empty husk.
The man who had been was no longer housed in that body, so what was the sensein keeping it dive?

| went to the tea service then to discover that it had been refilled with fresh tea, so | helped mysdf
and spent some time smply Stting and Spping. | had to wait until the house-hold had settled down for the
night before | could leave, so there was no rush to go and start and do. What | would eventudly do was
wak away into the night, even though | had no ideawhere | was or where | would go. Lanir had damed
not to know where my groupmates were, but | gill had to find them ...

The part of me that never seemed to touch the power quailed at the idea of such an impossble task,
but it was't redly dl that impossible. Someone had to know what had been done with the others of my
group, so the firg thing | had to do was find that someone. It occurred to me tha | could ask Eltrina
Razas, who might not be very interested in answering my questions. | would then have to make her
interested, and there would be no losng her the way I'd lost Lanir—at least not until she answered my
questions.

Thinking about Eltrina Razas became planning away to reach her, which brought me to the subject of
acoach or carriage. I'd have to hire one, of course, even if Lanir had his own stables and coach house.
Women just didn’t go driving dl by themsdlves in that city, and doing it anyway would smply get me
noticed. But | had no money ...

After putting my cup down, | rose and waked over to Lanir where he dill sat on the carpeting. The
dain on his trousers—added to the terrible smdl that seemed to be al around him—suggested he'd lost
control of his bodily func-tions, but his walet ill lay securely around his waist and untouched by any
efluvia | bent carefully and unbuckled, then carried it back to my chair. Since the former Seated High
hed brought me to a place | never wanted to be, he could just pay to have me driven away again. His
wadlet contained aredly fat purse, which in turn con-tained quite a bit of gold and slver. Discovering that
sent me on a search of the room, to seeif | might find any sort of handbag. The wardrobe was empty of
everything, induding the dress I’d worn earlier in the day, which | found rather confusng. If I'd been
meant to live in that room, why would there be nothing of daothing for me? The posshility | eventudly
came up with made me sneer in Lanir's direction. He could wel have meant to keep me in a



nightdress—or naked—to be certain that running away was impossible, possbly as women before me
had done, That said quite alot about him as a man, making him someone who held women with restraints
rather than with kindness or enticements. Was there anyone—other than his cronies in the
government—who would mourn his passing? | thought it unlikdy as | turned away from my search with
nothing to show for the effort. There was no handbag and nothing to use in place of one, which meant
that | would have to tie the purse to my underskirts after taking out afew slver dins. Showing gold would
bring trouble of its own if the wrong people saw it, and I'd certainly have trouble enough without adding
toit. Anxiety to leave that place had begun to grow ingde me, but | forced mysdf to have one find cup
of tea before making the attempt. It had been at least two hours since Lanir had brought me back to that
room, and by now dl the servants should have retired. 1’d find out soon enough if they hadn’t, but that
find cup of tea would lessen the chance of an unpleasant encounter.

When the time finaly came to leave, | took one last glance around the bedchamber and then walked
to the door. Lanir hadn't looked it, I'd noticed at the very beginning, but I'd ill taken a smdl ring of
keys from hiswallet aswel as the gold and silver. If the servants were dl in bed, the house ought to be
completely locked up. | had no intention of cregping heart-stoppingly dl the way to the door, only to find
it locked with something other than adide bolt. And | did end up virtudly cregping through the dark hdls,
my heart pounding heavily in my ears. | fdt certain that no one in that house would have been able to
stop me, but the idea of running into someone dill caused my heart to pound and my mouth to go dry.
Most of me wanted to run to get out of there, and only the knowledge that I'd certainly have a long
distance to go before | found a coach or carriage kept me from wasting my physica strength.

The cregping did prove itsdf useful, though. I'd decided agangt usng the front door unless |
absolutdy had to, so | was in the midst of searching for a Side door when | came across two servants.
They sat in a smdl room drinking tea, looking completely bored as they waited for something. The bl
arrangements on the far wal suggested what they were waiting for: a summons from the lord of the
house, | tiptoed past the partidly open door and then hurried my search, not knowing whether they were
amply on duty for the entire night or awating a definite summons. If Lanir was ex-pected to ring for
them, how long would it be before they went to investigate his continued slence ...?

It was a lucky thing that | found the door | sought just around the next curve of that dimly lit back
hall. If | hadn’'t | would have certainly retraced my steps to the front door, taking the chance that there
would be a servant on duty neer it. I’d heard that people with redly big houses had servants assgned to
front-door duty a night as wel as during the day, just in case an emergency of some sort arose. | now
needed more than ever to be out of that house, and the thought of being stopped brought me close to
losing control.

The amdl side door had both a dide bolt and a key lock, making me glad that I’ d taken Lanir's keys.
It took much too long to get the door open—amost a full minute—but | Hill forced mysdf to take the
timeto relock it once | stood outside. If Lanir was discovered before | Ieft the grounds, the search for me
might be confined to the houseif dl doors were found to be 4ill locked.

Thet line of logic wasn't a very strong one, but 1 dung to the hope of it as | made my way dong the
footpath which led away from that Sde door. It was very dark out and rather chilly in the lacy gown | ill
wore, but a bit of moonlight was available to hep me move carefully dong the footpath. Happily no one
hed added gravel to make it look better—and be more treacherous and noisy, footing-wise—but | ill
couldn't move as fast as | wanted to. Fdling and twisting an ankle—or worse—would have been the end
of everything, so | amply had to go rather dowly. Leaving the vidnity of the house didn’t bring me that
much closer to amain road or street. The footpath pardlded along drive ranging off into the darkness, a
drive which seemed to go on forever. | trudged dong the footpath, wishing | could walk the hard-packed
earth of the drive ingtead, but that would have made me much too visble Beng in that gown was bad
enough, consdering the tiny sequins sewn dl over both the skirt and bodice. If lamps were brought close
the sequins would certainly gleam the way they were meant to do, meking me completely vishle. |
needed to be able to hide behind a large tree, and trees were closer to the footpath than to the drive,
Waking adong like that gave me far too much time to think, as the thought uppermost in my mind was
how far | would have to go before | would be able to find a coach or carriage. Many public stables had



carriages for hire, but how many of them would be open a that time of night? And when | findly did
reach the main road, which way should | go? Turning right when the proper direction was left could have
mewalking for the rest of the night without finding what | needed—

| stopped dead as my latest glance up from watching where | put my feet showed me something
other than empty woods. A large, dark shadow stood about thirty feet ahead, motionless a the sde of
the drive. The outline of the shadow suggested that it was a coach, and once I'd noticed that | could dso
hear the fant jingle of horses in harness. 1I'd been wishing rather fervently for a coach, but not for a
moment did | believe that some beneficid superbeing had heard my wish and granted it.

Fear tried to wrap its hands around my throat and middle, but anger rose too swiftly to let that
happen. | hadn’t come through everything just to wak into the waiting hands of another enemy, not when
my touch on the power was as firm and sure as ever. Lanir hadn't had to face my flames, but whoever
lay inwait to trap me certainly wouldn't be that fortunate. | hadn’t even produced a amdl fire to light my
way adong the footpath, just to be certain that | had enough strength in case of something like this ...

| was actudly hdf athought away from kindling afire that would consume the coach amogt ingantly,
when | no-ticed the human figure which had appeared beside the ve-hicle. The figure was engaged in
pacing back and forth aong the drive, and even more importantly it was femade. Some woman waited
there, and one who was cartainly not tal enough to be ether Eltrina Razas or my mother. A amdl
woman, then, and one whose fingers moved nervoudy about each other ...

Curiogty took me slently nearer, but | had to close hdf the distance between us before | findly
recognized the woman. Shock touched me briefly dong with confuson, but there was only one way to
find out what was going on. | Ieft the footpath and crossed to the drive, and when | reached it | cdled
softly, “Naran!”

Naran Whigt, Rion’s ladylove, whirled around in what seemed to be fright. Her case of nerves was
apparently twice or three times worse than mine, and when she saw me she raised her skirts and actudly
ran to meet me.

“Oh, Tamrissa, | knew you would escape from therel” she sobbed, throwing her ams around me. “I
did know it, but when hour after hour passed and you didn’t appear ... | was nearly convinced that I'd
missed you, and that made me frantic.”

“Wdl, now I'm here so everything'sdl right,” | soothed her, returning her hug. It fdt so strange, me
soothing some-one ese' sfright ... “But how did you find me? Even | don’t know where | am.”

“l can't explain how | found you, at least not yet,” she said, rdleasing her hold on me as she vishly
regained control of hersdf. “Among other things, we Smply don't have the time. | dso know where Rion
and Vdlant are, but they can't escape without help. They're dill under the influence of a horrible drug
that affects both ther tdent and their bodies. Y ou' re the only one who has gotten free, so you're the one
who has to hep them.”

“Are you saying someone made me designated hero when | wasn't looking?’ | asked, a hit
overwhelmed by the thought that two big, strong men needed my help. “Well, I'd aready decided to find
the others ... But what about Jowi and Lorand? If you found the rest of us ...”

“l haven't been able to locate them yet,” she replied with a headshake, her pretty face looking drawn
in the faint moonlight. “I don't know why | haven't been able to be-cause they're definitdy dill dive,
but—L et’s get into the coach, and I'll explain where Rion and Vdlant are.”

“Where did you get a coach?’ | asked as | moved toward the vehicle with her. “And one that has a
driver,” | added as | saw the man on the box turn to glance a us. “Have you paid him enough to keep
him quiet? When they begin to look for me, they may offer a reward for information.”

“Hell be wdl paid, but he doesn't redly need to be” Naran responded as she opened the coach
door and gathered her skirts before beginning to dimb in. “He sthe driver of a very good friend of mine,
and neither of them would give a noble the right time of day even for gold. Don’t most of the people you
know fed like that?’

“Before becoming a member of our group, the only peo-ple I'd ever heard talking about nobles were
merchants like my father,” | replied, ignoring the trouble my skirts tried to give as | followed her into the
coach. “My father’' s asso-ciates dways waxed redly enthusiastic when it came to the nobility, but | don’t



know if that was because of dl the gold they made deding with them, or because they were afraid to say
anything negative. Nobles will pay you if you tdl them about people who say things againg the nohbility,
you know.”

“Yes, everyone knows that,” Naran responded with a sgh, dill settling hersdf just as | was doing.
“But everyone aso knows the ones who would go after that dirty silver, so nothing is ever said in front of
them. Ah, we' ve begun to move. Next ssop—Rion’s mother’s house.”

“Do you mean she actudly managed to get him back?” | asked with surprise, then waved away the
foolish question. “No, forget | said that. The red surprise would be if she hadn’'t gotten him back. Poor
Rion. He must be absolutely frantic.”

“That’swhy we're going for iim fir,” she said, heavy worry now clear in her voice. “If he thinks he
hes no way to escape her, he might well do something desperate. Vdlant won't be alowed to do
something desperate, not while that woman ill wants to make use of him.”

“That woman,” | echoed, saring a Naran through the darkness. “You're not taking about Eltrina
Razas, are you?’

“Who else?’ Naran asked with a sound of scorn. “Rion told me dl about her, induding the fact that
ghe udly stared a Valant behind her hand, so to speak, whenever she came to the house. He's
unlikely to be enjoying himsdlf as her captive, but he shouldn't be actudly suffering.”

| had to agree with that, but the entire Stuation made me bailing mad. When women were so often
taken advantage of by men, it was unconscionable to think that there were women stupid enough to try to
meatch that evil. If things happen which you don't like, you make an effort to end the practice—not to get
your own licksin. Hurting someone e se because you' ve been hurt—that makes sense only if you go after
whoever hurt you, not some possibly innocent sub-dtitute ...

My thoughts were a bit on the jangled side as the coach moved through the night, but that was only
to be expected. It was 4ill rather hard to believe that Naran had actualy been waiting for me to escape,
and if I'd left that house sooner | would have been in the coach sooner. The only thing to wear in the way
of shoes had been what I’d had on: the flimsy dippers which matched the lacy gown. My feet now ached
from the waking I’ d done over stones and twigs, the ache tdling me just how grateful 1 ought to be that |
hadn't had to keep walking.

But there were too many digtractions attacking my emo-tions for gratitude to have much of a chance.
Outraged in-dignation toward Rion’s mother was the easies to define, and | fdt glad thet | was the one
who would get him out of her clutches. She was a vile beast, esdly as bad as Lanir if not worse.
Endaving a relative stranger was somehow not quite as bad as doing the same to your own flesh and
blood ...

| raised ahand to my head as | tried to fight off the rest of what | fdt, but it was smply no use. I'd
agreed that Valant's rescue could wait until Rion was free, but that had been an intdlectud decison
rather than an emotiond one.

The inner me wept over Vdlant's absence, cried for the safety of his ams about me, ached over
what might be hap-pening to him right now. The outer me wanted to race to the Razas woman's house
and sat atightening cirdle of flame about her that would end up meeting in the middle of where she stood,
but I couldn’t deny that Rion needed me more.

So firg | would free Rion, and then | would go to the man who meant more to me than I'd ever be
ableto ad-mit ....

Seven

Dinner had been a dignd afar and was long since over, but Rion continued to St in the char he'd
been helped to in the Stting room. Mother had joined him for dinner, of course, but after she'd had him
helped to the Stting room she' d gone off somewhere. It was the way things had been before he'd Ieft for
the testing, being abandoned to his own devices in complete solitude. Mother was obvioudy trying to
re-accustom him to the life, but Rion fdt that she had another purpose in mind as wdl. She'd given im a
decison to make, and with nothing else to distract him he would have to consider that decision.



Rion put his head back and closed his eyes, more desolate than he'd ever imagined it was possible to
be. The terror he' d fdt—digtantly, because of the drug—over logng his tdent had turned into a throbbing
pang of emptiness which refused to be assuaged. He' d asked himsdf many times dur-ing the last hours if
keeping hismind would be dl that desirable with both talent and freedom gone, but he hadn’t been able
to come to afirm decision. The idea of death didn’t frighten him, but what if his damaged mind retained
enough awareness to remember what he'd once been ...?

Theiceforming around hisinddes couldn’t be affected by the intake of hot tea, but Rion ill opened
his eyes and reached for his cup. Lifting it to hislips took something of an effort and most of his attention,
and when he replaced the cup there was a servant sanding not far from him.

“Would you like me to pour more tea for you, Lord Clar-ion?’ the man, Ditras, asked. “It would be
no trouble at dl.”

“Yes, thank you, Ditras” Rion responded, dill taken by the surprise of an earlier discovery. All those
servants he' d thought were laughing at him; since his return he'd been able to interpret ther true fedings
which was, dmogt to aman or woman, pity. They’d known the truth of his Stuation long before he had,
and had tried to offer ungpoken sym-pathy and slent consolation. That he'd interpreted ther ac-tions as
gandoffish ridicule had been Mother’s doing, of course, usng passing comments to make him think the
worgt of those around him. She'd wanted to make sure that no one would find it possble to take her
placewithhim ...

“Here | am, my darling, back with you as quickly as possible,” Mother dl but sang as she saled into
the room. “Among other things, I’ve been busy arranging to have your dothing brought from Haven
Wraithsde, so you'll no longer need to wear those rags. | can't imagine what you did with the dothing
you took with you to that filthy hovel. When | sent servants there to fetch it back, they were able to find
nothing but those awful white shirts and gray trou-sers. | think the servants in that place must have stolen
your lovely things when they redlized that you would not be re-turning.”

“No one gtale those things, Mother,” Rion said with afaint smile as Ditras faded back and away from
him. “I burned dl those ridiculous costumes, Snce not even the neediest of peasants would have been
willing to wear any of them. Y ou dways told me they were the haight of fashion and | believed you—until
| learned what true fashion was. The only ones who wear those costumes are usdess, mindless
fops—something | don’t happen to be.”

“What you will be iswhat you once were,” Mother replied coldly, seating hersdf diffly without taking
her equaly cold stare from his face. “Y ou've now had time to consider the problem | put to you, just as
I’ve had time to congider it. Is there anything you' d care to say to me before | tdl you what decison I've
come to?’

Rion fdt his blood idng up to maich the rest of his inddes, wishing fervently that it could be possible
to get up and pace. Mother's declaration about having made a deci-son wasn't good, since there was
now no doubt that he would have to beg to be alowed to keep his mind intact. Most of him wanted to
do judt that, beg and grove and do anything €se necessary to save himsdf, but that new part of him ... It
refused to let him abase himsdf in any way, evenif he paid for the lack with hiswits and sanity.

“I'mwaiting, Clarion,” Mother prompted, a gleam now evident in her light eyes. “I can see that you
want to be a good boy, but you must be much more open and clear about it. Tdl Mother your decison
now, and be certain you do it in the manner which will please her the most.”

“Very wel, Mother,” Rion found himsdf saying, the words impossible to hold back. “You've asked
to hear my decison, so hereit is I'm not any sort of boy, and you sound an absolute foal referring to
yoursdf in the third per-son. Only someone of red importance should be spoken of in that way, which
means you Smply don't qudify. And to make my position perfectly clear, dlow me to say that even your
pessant ancestors would turn away from the Sght of you in disgust.”

“How dare you!” she hissed in a strangled voice, dl the blood having drained from her face before it
came rushing back to show her extreme outrage. “How dare you even congder spesking to me so, not
to mention actudly doing it! Have you decided that I'm joking, that | won't have you punished terribly for
atempting to disobey me? If so, pre-pare yoursdf to be disllusoned. Ditras, send to the stable-men’'s
quarters for Hafner to attend me a once! Lord Clarion requires another dose of his sedative, and



afterward he will dso require a beating.”

His mother’ s expresson had turned triumphant, which would have sickened Rion if he hadn’t dready
fdt soill. Hafner was a giant of a man with incredible strength and the mind of a child, a longtime servant
of Mother’s who would do exactly as she commanded. Ditras had hestated a very long moment before
bowing his reluctant acquiescence to the order, during which time Rion had tried to struggle to his feet.
His body fdt as though it weighed ten times what it should, but he couldn't Smply St there and dlow
himsdf to be turned into a broken toy—

“l don't think sending for other people is a very good idea,” afemde voice said suddenly, a voice
Rion had feared that he would never hear again. “I've dways preferred samdl, cozy groups like this one,
with no more than five people in them. No, don’'t get up. | won't be daying long enough to require
courteses”

“How did you get in here?” Mother demanded of Tamrissa after shooting to her feet, her back
ruler-graight and her face regigering shocked outrage. “I was assured | would never have to be dirtied
by the presence of your sort again—! Rovelon, run and fetch the guard a once! And when you return
you may pack your belongings and go without an-other copper in pay, in punishment for having admitted
her in the firg place!”

“But, my lady, | didn't!”” Roveon protested wildly, shrinking back as far from Tamrissa as it was
possible to go. “I amply opened the door to a knock as | was supposed to do, and she ... forced her
way in over my protests! She aso required meto lead her in here, and how was | sup-posed to refuse?’

“Perhaps I’'m migstaken, but you do appear to be larger than the trollop,” Mother returned acidly as
she glared at the quivering man. “Take her by the har if necessary, but remove her from my presence a
once!”

“l hadn’t redlized how redly stupid you are,” Tamrissa commented to Mother as she stopped beside
Rion to take his hand and touch his face. “Anyone ese would have re-dlized immediadly that something
other than phydca szeisinvolved here. Just be easy, Rion. We Il be gone from this place in another
minute or two.”

“You are not taking my son from me a second timel” Mother shouted as Rion's heart legped in
happiness, the woman's face going even more red. “Thistime I'll see you sent to the deep mines, a place
| know you'll never return from! Ditras, Rovelon—!"

“That's enough!” Tamrissa snapped as she draightened, and her return glare was accompanied by
long tongues of flame burning the air between her and the two mde servants. “Not only won't you two
interfere, you'll come over here and help Lord Rion to the front door. If you try anything else, it will be
the last thing you ever try. And asfor you ....”

Tamrissaturned to Mother with that, and Rion could see how the older woman had paled. She dso
fought not to cringe from the awful strength Tamrissa had displayed, but wasn't completely successful.

“As for you, you'll have the chance to cdl the guard once we' ve gone,” Tamrissa continued, her
voice implacable. “If you do, you'll find out just what ‘vindictiveé means. They won't redly have a chance
agang me, and if | have to burn them, I'll come back to do the same to you. Evenif | have to follow you
hdfway across the empire to do it. We ... trollops are like that. Do you understand me?’

Mother nodded spasmodicdly, the fear in her eyes something Rion had never expected to see. For
oncein her life, Mother was being wise. She made no effort to cdl Tamrissa a liar, as anyone with eyes
and the sense of anit could see that the beautiful gil wasn't bluffing. If Mother forced Tamrissa to kill a
group of guardsmen, Mother would pay for it with her own life

“All right, it's time for us to leave,” Tamrissa said briskly, looking back to the two servants. “Come
over here and help this man.”

Roveon looked as though he were trying to turn invisble as he came forward reuctantly, but Ditras
obeyed without hestation—and with hooded satisfaction in his eyes. The two men helped Rion to his
feet, where Rion paused to look a Mother one last time.

“You had best hope that | truly am maimed in my talent,” he said in the coldest voice he was capable
of, dl the loathing he fdt undoubtedly clear in his eyes. “If I'm not and we happen to meet again, I'll rid
thisworld of your evil evenif the act has to be paid for with my own life”



Rion had the satisfaction of seeing her go chak white, after which he paid attention to forcing his
body into moving properly. Apparently she'd believed him, which would hopefully keep her from
interfering in hislife again. In point of fact he'd never be able to harm her, despite what she'd done—and
hed planned to do—to him. For too many years she' d been the heart and spirit and anchor of hislife, and
one doesn't eadly get over that.

Nor wasiit easy to reach the front door. The house had never seemed so large before, and it fdt as
though he trudged miles before reaching his dedtination. Sweat stood out on his face and he leaned
heavily on the two men as-Ssting him, but the thought of stopping even for a brief rest never entered his
mind. He was on the way to being free again, and that end was worth any price he might be re-quired to
pay.
“Don’'t worry, Rion, we're dmod there,” Tamrissa said from where she walked just ahead, turning to
look a him with the worry she'd suggested he not have. “The coach is right outside, so you'll be stting
down again soon. Are you dl right?”’

“Better than I've been in days, actudly,” Rion panted in answer, then he tried a grin. “And dlow me
to say how lovely you look in that gown.”

“Oh, you,” she hdf scolded with ardieved laugh. “Just save your strength for walking.”

That seemed like an eminently sensible idea, so Rion complied without argument. When he and the
men holding him up reached the door, Tamrissa had dready opened it.

“Now take him to the coach and put him ingde,” she ordered, most of her attention on him rather
then them. “And | have to say that | don't understand how you men can work for a woman like thet.
Persondly, I'd rather starve.”

“When a man has a family, he's forced to do any number of unpleasant things to see them fed,”
Ditras replied after a moment, making no effort to meet her gaze. “1 might wel choose the same
darvation, but | have no right to ask my family to.”

“No capable man willing to work will ever darve,” Tam-rissa returned, having gone ahead to open
the coach door. “If you haven't looked for ajob that doesn’t turn your stom-ach, it isn't because of your
family, it's because you don't believe in yoursdf. And the only one who can change that Stuation isyou.”

This time Ditras made no reply, but Rion was pleased to see that the man appeared to be thinking
about what he/d heard. Chances were excdlent that both he and Rovelon would now find themsdlves
unemployed, as Mother would want no one around to remind her of her embarrassment. Not getting her
own way had dways been furioudy embar-rassing to Mother, even though it had rarely happened ...

Climbing into the coach was dmost more than Rion could accomplish, but the ddightful shock of
seaing Naran await-ing him indde helped him to tap unsuspected reservoirs of drength. The servants
pushed from behind and Naran took his hand and pulled, and the next moment he sat beside her on the
coach seat with hisarms about her. As he' d never thought to hold her like this again, the experience went
far beyond mere pleasure.

“Thank you, gentlemen, and good luck to you,” Rion heard Tamrissa say. He looked up in time to
see her hand a coin to each of the servants, which put shocked expres-sions on their faces. Ditras
recovered quickly enough to as-sst Tamrissa into the coach, then their driver had started them moving
away from the house and back down the drive.

“l gave each of them a gold din,” Tamrissa said with satisfaction as she settled hersdf on the seat
opposite. “I'd origindly meant to give them siver, but | have the feding they' Il be needing the gold.”

“May | ask where you got the gold?’ Rion put in, for the most part occupied with how wonderful it
fdt to be holding Naran again. “And for that matter, where did you two marvelous ddights come from? |
was certain | was very much on my own.”

“l knew where Tamrissa was being held, so | smply took this coach there and waited for her to
escape,” Naran re-plied, snuggling even more dosdly to him. “I would have had no chance of freeing you
dl by mysdf, otherwise | would have come here firgt. Are you dl right, my love? She didn't torment you
completely beyond bearing, did she?’

“The gtuation was about to turn consderably worse,” Rion replied with a amile, refusng to think
about might-have-beens. “The thing disurbing me most, though, is the way my mother spoke about my



tdent being permanently damaged. She said it has to do with my having been pulled out of the Blending
s0 abruptly, and the truth is| ... can’t reach the power no matter how hard | try ....”

Spesking the words had been very difficult for Rion, the fear being a good deal more managesble
while those words remained un spoken. Histaent was dl he possessed in the world; without it he would
be usdless, less than aman and completely unworthy of the woman he loved so ...

“You can't reach the power because of the hilsom pow-der,” Tamrissa said quickly, reaching across
to touch his hand in support. “I fdt the same way at firgt, but when the powder wore off | was just as
good as new. Your mother could have been lying to you the same way Lanir lied to me, or maybe they
both thought they were tdling the truth. With as little as people redly know about Blendings, be-lieving
what might just be an opinion would he foolish.”

“That makes a greet ded of sense” Rion agreed, rdief and hope flowing in to warm away fear and
tragedy, but then he frowned. “You said ‘Lanir’ told you the same thing. Who is Lanir, and how was it
that you were able to escape him?’

“Lord Lanir Porvin was the noble | told you about, the one who decided to dam me” Tamrissa
sad, looking more grimly pleased than disturbed. “He was Seated High in Fire magic, and was stupid
enough to depend on the orders he gave mewhile | was under the influence of Puredan. After giving me
the Puredan he let the hilsom powder wear off, thinking he was perfectly safe. When he discovered he
wasn't, he pushed his Middle tdent too far and burned him-sdf out.”

“Then the order | gave directing you not to obey any other orders worked!” Naran exclamed,
sounding equaly as pleased. “None of us knew if it would, but now we've found out in the best way
posshle”

“We certainly have” Rion agreed, hugging her one-armed. “And if we look at it properly, you're
directly re-spongible for heping me to regain my freedom. Not that Tamrissa ign't to be thanked as wdl

“What | did needs no thanks,” Tamrissa assured him with a light laugh just as Rion began to worry
that he might have upset her. “If you only knew how much | enjoyed doing tha to such a pompous,
sf-indulgent woman ... But I'll admit thet what's ahead will be even more enjoyable. That Eltrina Razas
needs more than smple taking-down, and I’'m just the woman to do it.”

“Htrina Razas,” Rion echoed, touched by sudden un-derstanding. “ She succeeded in securing Vdlant
for her own purposes, then, and we're about to free him, | take it. What may | do to assst you?’

“You can gay with Naran and keep her from fretting hersdf into a skeleton from needing to wait,”
Tamrissa re-plied a once. “You can d<o let your system wash away the hilsom powder, so that when
the guard comes after us, | won't have to hold them off done”

“Do you redly think they’ll come after us?” Rion asked, abruptly more then a little disturbed.
“Moather would never risk her precious hide, not even to get revenge, and I'm certain she bdieved wha
you said to her. Do you expect Lord Lanir's people to be the ones to send them?’

“Once Vdlat is free, there will be three noble house-holds involved,” Tamrissa replied with a sgh.
“Most peo-ple would have the good sense to accept ther defeat and give up the game as a bad idea, but
something tells me that one or more of these nobles won't do any such intdligent thing. Well have to
leave the ity as soon as we possibly can, which means we now have the time to hear how Naran found
us Naran?’

“Actudly, we don't have the time” Naran disagreed apologeticdly. “Eltrina Razas's house is only a
short way up this road, and we shouldn’'t be deep in didracting con-versation when we get there.
Besides, you have to under-stand how many people | know ... and how frantic | was when the five of
you failed to come home ... | couldn’t just St there and make you do it dl by yourselves ...”

“You're right, Naran, we can discuss it later,” Tamrissa said hurriedly when Naran’'s voice grew
uneven and her rate of breething increased. “You ought to be told, though, how grateful | am that you
didn't just gt there. If not for you, 1'd probably dill be trudging down Lanir's drive, wondering if I'd
reach the road before dawn.”

Naran’'s agitation eased with that, especialy snce Rion had put his ams about her again. He would
wait with her in the coach because that was dl he was currently capable of doing, but the helplessness



dill rankled. And dl he could do beyond that was hope he didn’'t nod off while they waited ....

Eight

Vdlant had dozed any number of times during the last hours, but a least he'd been able to keep
himsdf from fl-ing deeply adeep. It was only asmal way of fighting againgt the drug in his system, but it
was dill better than nothing. At one point a servant had appeared with a tray of food, and had tried to
feed him. The food might very wel have had more of the drug in it, so Valant had pretended to be too
confused and logy to edt it even with the servant’s help. The servant had Ieft again, acting frustrated and
an-noyed, and Vdlant had gone back to fighting the drug while feding hungrier than ever.

Now there was the sound of the lock being thrown again, but Valant hadn’t regained enough control
of himsdlf to take advantage of it. He wanted to jump to his feet and fight his way out of that room and
house, but smply opening his eyes to see who his vistor was seemed to be the most suc-cess he was
ableto dam.

“You're beginning to redly annoy me” the Razas woman announced when she stopped beside the
bed to look down at him. “I’ve just been told that you didn't eat any-thing, but that won't be permitted to
continue. When | give you back you have to be in good condition, so &fter | enjoy you—thoroughly this
time—you'll eat everything you' re brought. Do you understand me?’

“Have we met?’ Vdlant asked innocently as he pre-tended to study her face. “I'm not havin' luck
rememberin’ things, like how | got to this place. And what was that you said we were goin’ to do?’

“Not we, 1,” she corrected, looking more annoyed than ever. “I'm going to enjoy mysdf, and
whether or not you have any pleasure is entirdy irrdevant. And don't even think about asking me any
questions. You can't seem to remember the answers from one minute to the next, which I'm now told
happens at times with that sedative. As if the fool couldn’'t have mentioned that in the firgt place. Take
thet sheet off you.”

As she spoke she opened her wrap and dipped out of it, then stood naked in a pose she mugt have
conddered arous-ing. Vdlant couldn’'t imagine any dtuaion in which he would find Eltrina Razas
attractive or desirable, not to men-tion the fact that her presence made the room even smdler. Those two
factors combined to add to the woman'’s displea-sure when she logt patience and pulled the sheet off him
hersdf.

“This is beginning to be a good ded less than amusng,” she growled when she saw his lack of
readiness, the look in her eyes close to fury. “I went to a great ded of trouble to have you even for this
short amount of time, and early tomorrow morning they’ll be coming to take you back. | will have my
enjoyment of you before then, even if you have to spend most of the intervening hours in that tiny box |
had prepared. Do you redly want to be put into thet tiny box?’

Vdlant tried to keep the terror from touching him, but even the seddtive in his sysem was't able to
do that. The mere suggestion that he'd have to face the equivaent of being buried dive was enough to set
his heart pounding and his swest to turn cold, but it did something else as well.

“Ah, | see there' s something you do remember,” the Ra-zas woman said with a laugh, reaching down
to caress him. “We can just dispense with the rest, then, and concentrate on your only current vaue.
Here | come!”

Her tone had changed to a playful one as she came down onto the bed to bestride him, but not to
immediatdy impde hersdf. She leaned forward firg to kiss his face and lick his lips, teesng his arousal
with her womanhood. The humili-ation was intensaly painful for Valant and so was the re-vulson he fdlt,
but nothing seemed &ble to displace the terror. If he protested in any way she would have him put into
that box, and he amply couldn’t bear the thought of it—

“How dare you just wak in here!” the woman suddenly snarled as she looked toward the door.
Vdlat had heard the door opening, but the sound hadn't done more than reg-ister vagudy in his
awareness. “Get out this ingtant, and go and pack your things. Y ou no longer have a—"

Her words broke off as she colored even more, and then Valant saw rage explode in her eyes. The
doorway was dl the way back to the right and wdl out of hisline of sght, so Vdlant had no idea about



what was happening until he heard the voice.

“l find it redly amusang that dl you so-caled nobles tend to say the same thing,” were the words
spoken, very dryly. “ *How dare you, how dare you' —as though any normd person needs permisson to
interrupt you freaks during your perversions. That pile of dothing in the corner appears to be his, so
move your oversize backside away from him while this servant dresses him.”

“You have the nerve to come into my house and try to give orders?’ the Razas woman spat in
response, neverthe-less risng quickly to her feet. “You're even more stupid than you are usdless, you
ignorant peasant, and it will be my pleasure to—"

Once again Razas's words broke off, this time with a amdl dhriek as she sumbled back. She'd
begun to sak toward the door, but a heavy wal of flane had erupted into the ar in front of her, driving
her quickly back. At that point. Vdlant could have wept. It was Tamrissa who had appeared, and she'd
seen everything.

“‘Usdess ign't precisdy the right term to gpply to me” Tamrissa said, her words il very dry. “As
you can see, | do have one use, and I'm dill extremdy good at it. Have you ever seen someone of my
grength burn something from the indgde out? The trick is to keep the outside from going up until the insde
iscompletely consumed, but it isn't nearly as hard as it sounds. For the second and last time, get out of
the way s0 the servant can dress him.”

“How far do you think you'll get once you leave here?’” Razas demanded, neverthedess moving back
to dlow the husky mde servant to reach the pile of dothing on the floor beside the chest. “I'll have the
guard after you o fast that you'll think they appeared out of thin air! And when Lanir gets his hands on
you again, you'll spend along time re-gretting whatever trick you used to get away from him!”

“Lanir won't ever be getting his hands on anyone again,” Tamrissa commented, faint amusement now
inher voice. “You fools had a lot of nerve, Ietting him cdl himsdf the Seated High. Seated Middle was
more like it, but heign't even that any longer. And you redly ought to understand: if you send guardsmen
after me and force me to kill them, I'll consider mysdf honor bound to come back and do the same to
you. Evenif you run away and try to hide. I'll dill find you, and then you'll learn the most efficient way to
dow-roast mest.”

Razas pded at that, and the hands of the nervous mde servant dressing Valant began to tremble
even more. It wasn't possible to bdieve that Tamrissa wasn't serious, and both of her ligeners knew it.

“But you can't take him,” Razas whispered, her pasty complexion showing the fear which now
touched her. “They’ll be here to redam him tomorrow morning, and if | can’'t produce him—! I'll pay
you gold. Name a price and it's yours”

“You can't afford me” Tamrissa commented dismissvey. “And if his being gone will bring you grief,
s0 much the better. What were they going to do with him?’

“Why should | know or care?’ Razas countered, begin-ning to look frantic as she bent to retrieve her
wrgp and put it on. “But you can't let this happen to me, not to me. I've dmogt gotten the power | was
adways meant to have, so you amply can't interfere. I'll give you a thousand gold dins if you just go
away, or I'll use that thousand to buy someone with Fire magic stronger than yours.”

“For some reason you seem to be ddiberately trying to miss the point,” Tamrissa said, without the
anger which could normdly be expected. “There' s no one left with Fire magic even as strong as mine,
never mind stronger. Even the Blending we faced in the find competition couldn’t match us, and | suspect
that the same can be sad of the Seated Five. None of your misnamed Highs and Adepts could do
anything like—this, for instance.”

Razas shrieked as the wrap she'd put on began to burn, then terror silenced her as wel as freezing
her in place. She stood trembling with her fists and eyes closed tight, and in a moment the wrap was
completely consumed.

“There, you see?’ Tamrissa asked lazly. “ There s noth-ing left of your wrap but ash, and yet not the
least hit of your skin was burned. That should show that | can reach you even if you try to hide in a tight
knot of innocent ser-vants, so remember what | said about summoning the guard. Now we ll be leaving,
0 hdp himup.”

That lagt was to the servant who had finished dressing him, but not in the robe and sandals he'd worn



during the competition. Someone had apparently retrieved the pants, shirt, and shoes he'd worn getting
to the compstition, and that was what he now wore. The servant pulled him up to gtting and then hoisted
hm to his feet, but even with his arm draped around the servant’s neck and the servant’'s am around his
middle, Valant discovered that he could barely stand, let done walk.

“Givehim dl the help he needs,” Tamrissa directed the servant, stepping aside to clear the doorway.
“If it becomes necessary, carry him”

The servant nodded with a grunt and began to hdf drag him toward the door, and Valant had never
been so mor-tified in his entire life. Tamrissa was as beautiful and vitd as ever, and there he was, being
hauled dong like a usdess sde of beef. How many times was he supposed to accept being humiliated in
front of her without dying from the shame? He didn't know, but even one more time would have been
too much. For that reason he gritted his teeth and forced himsdf to walk, if that dragging shuffle could be
cdled waking ....

“I think it's best if you stay in this room until someone lets you out, Eltring” Tamrissa said as Valant
was hurried toward the door. The last glimpse he'd had of Razas was the way she dill stood rooted to
the spot, her eyes now open and vighly filled with fear. “Y our people will be told that you don't want to
be disturbed, and | suggest that you make no effort to cdl for help. The longer you stay locked up and
out of touch, the better off you'll be if the guard comes looking for us after dl. It won't save your life, but
it will certainly save you a great ded of pan.”

Vdlant heard a sobbing moan come from Razas, and then the servant maneuvered him out of the
room and began to guide him up the hdl. Behind him he heard the sound of the door being closed and
locked, and then Tamrissa moved ahead to lead the way. The way she glanced & him said he wasn't
doing well at dl with moving on his own—as though he needed to be told. Vdlant made sure to avoid her
gaze, concentrating instead on trying to keep up with the servant.

By the time they reached the front hdl of the house, Valant was drenched in sweat and gasping.
He'd dreaded the thought that there might be stairs to descend, but his prison had been located at the
back of the house rather than on an upper floor. Tamrissa moved forward to open the front door, then
followed once the servant had him outside.

“Give me a moment and I'll have the coach door open,” she said, but the expected delay wasn't
necessary. Naran leaned forward to open the coach door from the indde, and the servant grunted as he
lifted Vadlant bodily and put him ingde on the empty bench seat. Rion shared the seat op-posite with
Naran, and to Valant the man looked amog as bad off as himsdf. That thought cheered Vdlant not at
al, but it was useful to help him ignore the way he' d been treated like an infant.

“Here, take thisfor your trouble,” Vdlant heard Tam-rissa say, and he turned his head in time to see
her handing something to the servant. “I'll appreciate your tdling the other servants not to disturb Eltring,
and then you'll be wise to pack your things and leave. Even if you go and release her at once insteed,
sell never keep you around after you witnessed what was done to her.”

The servant’s expresson said he knew that Tamrissa was right, and his curt nod was one of ful
agreement. He headed back to the house with hisfis wrapped tight around the coin he’ d been given, and
Tamrissa climbed into the coach and closed the door behind her before taking the seat beside Valant.

“The least he could have done was hdp me into the coach,” she muttered as she fought her skirts
draight, her gaze dready on his face. “Vdlant, are you dl right? You haven't said even a sngle word
yet”

“Whereisthis coach takin' us?’ Vadlant obliged in a croak, looking through the window rather than
a Tamrissa. “ Somewhere where we can eat and deep for awhile, | hope.”

“We need to stop back a Tamrissals house” Naran said, sounding faintly disturbed. 1 packed
some doathing for everyone, so dl we have to do is pick it up. Along with any food we can find. After
that well have to find some place to hide, at feast until we locate Jowi and Lorand. Once we do well
get out of the city ... Vdlant, you haven't said yet whether or not you're dl right.”

“He's probably no more ‘dl right’ than | am,” Rion said after a moment when it became clear that
Vdlant had no intention of replying. “That damnable drug has taken dl my srength both physcd and
magicd, but when it wears off | expect to be able to touch the power again and find mysdf unchanged.



Mother ingsted that being pulled out of the Blending so abruptly had caused me irreparable damage,
Vdlant, but I mean to prove her wrong and | expect you to join mein the endeavor.”

Once again Vdlant fet the clutch of fear, thistimein regard to his ahility. He could vegudy remember
someone saying the same thing about him, that his srength would never again be what it had been.
Finding out they’d spoken the truth would surprise him very little, especidly after the rest of what he'd
gone through ...

“Vdlant, isn't there anything ese you can think of to say?’ Tamrissa asked after another short
Slence, her hand coming to hisarm. “Whet | mean is, Something to me?’

“Oh, yes, forgive me for forgettin’,” Valant forced out, dill meking sure not to look a her. “You
have my thanks for gettin' me out of that place, ance it's perfectly obvious | couldn’'t have gotten mysdf
out. Now | think | need to rest awhile”

It was perfectly true that Vdlant needed rest desperately, but what he needed even more was an end
to the way Tam-rissa was cartanly looking a him: with compassion and pity. Just two days ago he'd
been afull, srong men in her eyes, and now ... Now she would never see him the same. She'd witnessed
his humiliation and shame, so from now on she'd remember that every time she looked a him. A
weskling who had to be rescued by the woman he'd loved when he was whole, a woman he 4ill loved
but who now could do no more than pity him.

After a short hestation her hand Ieft his arm, and happily she said nothing more. Vdlant continued to
gare out the window, wishing with his entire being that he might be back and done in that smal,
windowless room—so that he might weep like a child for dl that he'd lost ...

Nine

It had grown very quiet in the coach, my own slence adding to the rest. It had dso grown even
chillier out, and for some reason | noticed it more now than | had after we'd gotten Rion away from his
mother. But it was true that | fdt tired, so maybe that accounted for it ....

QOutsde the coach the night was aso quiet. Nothing but the creak of springs, the jingle of harness,
and the clatter of the horses' hooves to be heard. | closed my eyes and em-braced those amdl sounds,
halding to them in an effort to ease the pain | fodlighly fdt. 1'd told Jowvi that | expected my relationship
with Vdlant to end abruptly one day, and now, apparently, that day had come. I'd expected him to be as
gad to see me as Rion had been to see Naran, but Rion had only been taken away from his mother.
Vdlant had been taken from Eltrina Razas, a femde noble who redly had an incredibly good figure, and
it was impossible to deny that he’d been interested in her ...

Keeping my eyes closed adso became impaossible, the pic-tures my mind dredged up making it so.
Vdlant had been about to make love to Eltrina Razas, and I'd come burding in to end the time. His
annoyance was apparently so grest that he couldn’t even look a me, and that despite the fact that he had
to know he couldn’'t have stayed. The way he'd “thanked” me for saving him. I’d wanted just a few soft
words of gregting, a srong a'm around my shoulders, pos-sbly even akiss.

But I’ d gotten none of that, and there was no usein wishving | had. Wishing never came true, just the
way hoping usudly faled. For a short while I’ d had someone to do my hoping for me, but it had become
vary clear that Vdlant no longer wanted the job. It was up to me again to do it for mysdf, but I'd given
up on the practice too long ago to take it up again now.

It took quite some time before | found it possible to force my thoughts onto another track, and the
only thing which made it possible was our next destination. | had my own reasons for being glad that we
were returning briefly to my house, as Jowi had shared a very important secret with me.

I"d aready spent three gold dins of what I’d taken from Lanir, and it was impossble to know how
much more it would take before Jovvi and Lorand were also free. For that reason I'd decided to retrieve
the cache of gold Jowi had left in the house, the savings she'd intended to use to dtart her own
courtesan’s residence herein Gan Garee. Evenif it turned out that | didn't need to use any of it, a least
I’d have it to hand back to her when she was with us again.

| found that | had to work rather hard to ding to the belief that Jowvi and Lorand would be with us



agan. Not even knowing where they were made the thought too much like wishing or hoping, which had,
as dready mentioned, aways turned out badly for me. | had to make certain that | believed insteed, with
dl the stubbornness that touching the power brought stacked up behind the belief ...

When the coach findly turned into my drive, | was even more weary than | had been. Rion had fdlen
adeep quite some time ago, and s0 had Vdlant Ro. They both sat dumped bondesdy, deeply into that
lack of consciousness which | remembered dl too well. Even Naran had kept nod-ding off, but the
change in motion of the carriage awakened her, and she looked outside.

“I'm glad we'refindly here” she said softly, obvioudy to keep from weking the men. “The servants
dl left the house late yesterday, before | Ieft it mysdf. I'll get the bags | packed, and then we can go to
my friend’s house. She' s bound to have some idea about where we can hide until we find the others.”

“I'll goingdewith you,” | said, just as Softly. “There are a few things of my own that 1'd like to get,
not to mention an additiona change of dothing. I'm freezing in this ridiculous gown, and my feet ill hurt.
These dippers are for waking around indoors, not outside.”

“But shouldn’'t you stay with the coach to guard Rion and Valant?' she asked, sounding unsure. “I
can under-stand your wanting to change, but what if someone comes by while we' re ingde?’

“The driver can stand guard for afew minutes” | said, sheking my head alittle “Just tdl him to shout
if there’s, any trouble, and I'll take care of it by looking out a win-dow.”

“That should work,” she agreed with a shadowy amile. “I’ll tdl him before we go insde.”

A pair of minutes later the coach pulled up by the front door, and Naran and | got out. The men
continued to deep soundly, so | went to the front door while Naran spoke to our driver. I'd expected the
door to be looked and so it was, but that didn't mean | had to burn it down in order for us to get
indde—or use the window Naran probably had to leave by. A large potted shrub stood to each sde of
the door, and under the soil of the one to the right was a door key. My late husband had put it there
years ealier, to be certan he would aways be able to get back into his own house. I'd seen him
checking on it once and afterward had found out what it was, but I'd never removed it even after his
death. Right now | was very glad | hadn't.

The key let us in through the door without any difficulty, and | produced a smdl flame to light our
way upgtairs. Naran came with me and helped me change into warmer, more practical clothes in record
time and then | went with her to fetch the bags she'd packed. On the way | stopped a the statuette in
the hdl, groped around a bit to find the purse, then removed it.

“This belongs to Jowvi, and when we find her shelll want it back,” | sad in answer to Naran's
unspoken question. “I'm tempted to take some of this very expensive junk to sdl, but | suspect it would
be wasted effort. A legitimeate buyer will want proof of ownership, and a larcenous one won't give us
more than a fraction of the piece’ s worth.”

“And lugging it around until we find someone to buy it will be too much of a bother,” she agreed with
anod. “1 have some gold so we ought to get by, but well need more dathing for Rion. He only had
those gray trousers and white shirts left, and his mother’ s people took those. | packed extra clothing from
Vdlant's bedchamber, but had to take only the uniform from Lorand's. The rest of his dothing is dmost
as didinctive as Rion'swas.”

“Once we get the bags downdtairs, let's check the kitchen,” | suggested after nodding to what she'd
sad. “If they’ ve left any food behind, we ought to take it with us.”

Thistimeit was her turn to nod, and then we took care of the firg part of the plan. There were five
bags, none of them terribly heavy, so we got them down to the front hdl rather quickly. A glance outsde
showed everything to be quiet, so we went back to the kitchen and looked around. Everything was
perfectly clean and orderly, and there wasn't asngle crumb of food Ieft. With no one around to keep the
perishables cold that was understandable, but not finding even a sngle loaf of bread was somehow
depressing.

When we returned to the front hal we picked up the bags again—Naran ingging on taking three of
them—carried them out to the coach, then put them in the boot. While Naran stowed them properly, |
turned back to the house to relock the door. If it was at dl possble, | meant to redam that house one
day. Leaving it open to thieves and defense-less againg invason wasn't something | felt prepared to do. |



took two steps back toward the house—then stopped short when the large figure of a man came
forward out of the shadows to the left. | quickly put aring of flame around him, freezing him in mid step,
then jugt as quickly let the flames die. | knew the man, even though | hadn’'t expected ever to see him
agan.

“Popping up like that without warning can be dangerous, Dom Meerk,” | sad to the man who had
been hdping Lorand locate his friend Hat. “I'm afraid Lorand isn't here right now, and it's extremdy
unlikely that any of us will be back in the near future. If there was something you wanted to tdl him, I'll
do my best to pass on the message.”

“l didn't mean to frighten you,” he said as he came closer, somehow no longer sounding quite as
low-class as he dways had. “I know what you're capable of, so | was anidiot for not letting you know |
was there ... and I’'m not here looking for Dom Call. | found out that you' d gotten away from that noble
who damed you, so | waited herein the hopes that you would come back, even for just afew minutes”

“l seem to have missed something here” | said, sheking my head againgt the confusion. “How did
you hear about something that happened only a few hours ago, and what happened to the way you used
to speak? And while we' re on the subject, why would you want to be here in the firg place?’

“There are long stories behind the answers to each of those questions, and we don’'t have the time to
go into them now,” he replied, running a hand through shaggy hair. “What | will say, though, is that my
former accent was part of my disguise, and that I’'m a member of an organization dedicated to finding out
the truth about what the nohility is doing. We ve suspected for some time that they’re usng unfar and
illegd means to keep themsdlvesin power, but we haven't been able to prove it. You and the rest of your
Blending will be able to proveit for us”

“And then what?” | asked with a sound of ridicule. “You'll expose them? And what after that? If you
expect them to hang ther heads in shame and meekly hand over the reins of power, you're dreaming.
They'll have their guardsmen arrest the lot of you, and while you're dl being thrown into the Deep
Caverns or sent to work in the mines, they’ll have parties to laugh a your naivete”

“If there were only afew of us, that’s probably what would happen,” he agreed with afant amile. “In
point of fact there are thousands of people in our organization, dl of them having been questioned by
Middle tdentsin Spirit or Earth magic before being accepted as members. And since a large number of
our people happen to be guardsmen, we're not in as much danger of being arrested as you might think.
But the same doesn’t hold true for you and the others with you, so will you please let me take you to a
place of safety? | promise to tdl you everything once we get there”

“I think we ought to trust him,” Naran said quietly when | hesitated. She'd come over to stand beside
me when Meerk had appeared, and had heard everything he d sad. “I have the feding that my
friend—whaose coach we' re usng—is one of his members, even though she's never said s0.”

“I know who you mean, and you'reright, sheis” Meerk said with a nod. “So is the man driving the
coach, 0 if you like you can speak to him firs. But whatever you do, you must do it quickly. | can’t
possibly be the only one who'll think of checking this house.”

“All right, I'll take the chance,” | agreed, forcing mysdf away from indecison. “I just hope for your
sake that you're tdling the truth.”

“Asjudifigbly nervous as you are, | don't dare do any-thing else” he said, looking soberly serious.
“If you ladies will get into the coach now, we can be on our way.”

“One more question,” | said as Naran turned toward the coach. “Do you happen to know where
Jowi and Lorand are being kept? We haven't been able to locate them yet.”

“You and the two men in the coach were easy to trace, but we haven't had the same luck with the
rest,” he admit-ted heavily. “I have everyone able to wak, hobble, or cravl out looking for them, so
hopefully we Il know something soon. | promise we won't give up until we find them.”

| nodded &t that, the only thing | could do, then went and locked the door of the house before turning
toward the coach mysdf. Meerk helped me ingde, checked the boot to make sure everything was
properly secured, then went to dimb up on the box with the driver. When the coach began to move
agan, Naran and | exchanged a glance. She looked dightly less unsure than | fet, but we'd redly had no
choice. We needed a place to stay and we needed hdp in locating Jowi and Lorand, and if Meerk had



been tdling the truth we' d found someone to supply both. But | couldn’t stop worrying about Lorand and
Jowvi, and where they might be that no one could find them. If they were dead, Meerk’s people would
have no need to prove anything againg the nobility. If Lorand and Jowi were dead, I'd see to it that
there weren't any members of the nobility left to be accused ...

Ten

“l think we're about to have some diginguished visitors,” Kambil announced softly to the others.
They currently relaxed in the main gtting room after sharing a late breakfast, which they’d indulged in
after degping late. “Four carriages have just come up the drive, with three people in each carriage.”

“An even dozen,” Bron remarked with fant amusement. Are they counting on finding safety in
numbers, or are they trying to impress us?’

“I"d bet on the impressing,” Sdendi said as she rearranged her skirts. “If they were worried or afrad
of us, they wouldn't have come themsdves”

“And they wouldn't have canceled the full meeting Zo-lind cdled,” Homin added. “Having found out
that they no longer have a Seated Blending to work through must have upset them, so they’ve come to
meake their positions secure agan.”

“I think I’'ll ask why the rest of the Advisors haven't come with them,” Kambil mused doud. “I'm
certan it's because the rest of the Advisors were under Zolind's control and therefore don’'t want us
Seated, but I'd like to make sure. It would be a shame to do away with people we might be able to
meke use of instead.”

The others chuckled, underdanding exactly what he meant. Once they were Seated and had taken
up residence in the palace, Zolind’'s most loyd supporters would be seen to one a atime until there were
none of them left. And the empty seats would not be refilled, not until they decided on the replacements.
Letting the Advisors themsalves choose their own membership had brought a lot of deadwood to ther
ranks, so from now on Kamhil and his Blending would take care of the matter.

“Gentles, | have the privilege to announce a number of members of the Advisory Board,” a servant
appeared to say, looking properly impressed as he bowed them into the room. Kambil rose to his feet to
bow in supposed respect, meking Ddin do the same as the others followed it of their own valition. It
would be necessary to remember to make Ddin move around a bit more than usud, just to keep ther
vigtors from becoming suspicious.

“Wel, | see that what we were told is quite true,” the apparent leader of the twelve, Lord Vdim
Shoons, an-nounced with the most hollow jovidity Kambil had ever heard. “Our new Blending is ill in
their former residence rather than at the palace preparing for the Seating ceremony. We must discover
the person or persons respongble for this affront to them, and have them properly punished.”

The men who had arrived with Lord Vdim murmured their supposedly full agreement, doing no
better with the charade than their spokesman. Vdim was beyond middle years and rather stout, just as
mog of his felows were, with thinning blond hair streaked with gray. Kambil had never met the man
persondly before, but observation from a dis-tance had shown him to be one of those who reacted
rather than thought. It was said that Zolind had dlowed Vdim his seat on the beard because the men was
essy to manipulate, then had regretted the choice when Zolind's palitical opponents found manipulaing
the man just as easy. “Lord Vdim, this is a great honor,” Kamhil said with another bow , seeing the
fool’s chest swel over being recognized. “But I'm afraid | don’t understand. We were told returning to
our residence was standard procedure, as arrangements had to be made for us at the palace. Wasn't the
truth?”

Not entirdy,” Vdim said with the broad smile of a man who suddenly believes he's found people he
can control. “The five of you couldn’t be expected to know any better, of course, but no red harm's
been done. We're here to escort you to the palace personaly, while the servants pack your things. The
coaches should be here & any moment, so if you would be so good as to ready yoursdves ...7" The
man’'s words actudly ended in a hdf question, as though he'd dready forgotten that he was supposed to
bein contral.



Kambil exchanged happy glances with the others as they dl assured the fool that they would be
ddighted to get ready to leave, and then they excused themsdves in order return to their bedchambers.
In actud fact they could have walked out the door that moment, but it would never do to the group of
fools know ther vist had been expected. Kambil sent Ddin to his own bedchamber while he, Kambil
went to get a codt, then he followed Ddin to the latter’s room. What to do with the man so completely
under his control had been a disturbing question in Kambil’s thoughts; the decison he'd come to wasn't
whally satisfactory. Once at the palace they would each have their own wing, and Ddin would have to be
as active in his as the others were in their own. At least until the ceremony was over, tha is, and they
were segted.

“Ddin, old fellow, | have some good news for you,” Kambil murmured as he faced the man sanding
empty-minded in the middle of the floor. “I’'m going to bring part you back for a while, as a joke on 4l
those fools downgtairs. Y ou won't remember everything and you won't be entirdy free of control, but a
lot of you will ill be back. What do you think of that, hey?’

“Kambil, what's happening?’ Ddin said suddenly with confusion, one hand going to his head. “What
are we doing here in my bedchamber?’

“WEe're getting ready to be escorted to the palace,” Kam-bil replied, putting concerned worry into
hisvoice. “Don’'t you remember that we won the competitions, and now we're to be Seated as the new
Fve? | agreed to wait for you out in the hdl while you got your coat, but when you didn’'t appear | came
looking for you. Y ou haven't had another blackout spll, have you?’

“No, no, of course not,” Ddin assured him hedtily with a forced amile. “I’'ve just been preoccupied
lady, so | haven't been paying the closest attention. Who did you say was here to escort us to the
paace?’

“Tweve of the Advisors, led by Lord Vdim Shoons” Kambil supplied smoothly. “Don’'t you
remember how they marched into the Stting room downgtairs, dl but holding out their hands with their
Advisor' srings like talismans in front of them? Most of them are extremdy nervous about being this close
to us, but they came anyway because they beieve ther paliticd positions depend onit.”

“And they’ll do anything necessary to maintain them-sdves in place,” Ddin said, nodding even as he
sneered. “But as long as they’re determined to see us Seated, we shouldn't be too criticd, should we?
Well, let’s not keep them waiting.”

He waked to the wardrobe where his coat hung and took it out, looking as though he hadn't a care
inthe world. Kambil, who fdt his confuson and fright clearly, knew bet-ter, but certainly wasn't about to
comment. A confused and frightened Ddlin would be a cautious Ddlin, asking no ques-tions that would
betray his weakness. Kambil would keep very close tabs on him to be sure he remained cautious, but for
the rest of the time Ddin would again be on his own.

They walked downgairs together, where their three groupmates waited with three of the Advisors.
The other nine had returned to ther carriages to wait, they were in-formed, mosly to keep the new Five
from feding outnum-bered. They dl chuckled dutifully at the joke, then went out to dimb into ther own
coaches. Vdim and the other two Advisors chose to ride in their carriage rather than join them in the
coaches, to make sure they didn't “crowd” the Five. Kambil smiled and thanked them for their concern,
meking no mention of the fact that they'd lied through their teeth.

“Who did they think they were fooling? Bron asked once he and Kambil and Ddin were settled in
one of the coaches. “They're obvioudy terrified of us, and probably wish they were anywhere but here.”

“They have reason to be terrified of us” Ddin murmured with very obvious satisfaction, gazing out of
the window & the nearest Advisor-filled carriage. “Mogt of them won't survive our Seeting by more than
afew days. They were the ones who dlowed ther underlings to throw our lives away, putting us in a
postion where our own people would destroy us even if our opponents didn’t. One doesn't forgive
something like that, not urntil it’s been fully revenged.”

“Which it will be,” Kambil said, exchanging a glance with Bron. It was annoying to have to put up
with Delin’'s madness again, but it would only be for a short while. After that Ddin would St quidtly in his
gpartments when he wasn't needed for the Blending, and his servants would be adjusted to the point of
seeing nothing odd in his behavior. Until then the man could Smply be agreed with, which would avoid



awkward confrontations.

With one Advisor-filled carriage leading the way and the other two following the coaches, they redly
did make a procession of ther trip to the palace. The gaie guards came to atention as the vehides
passed, making no effort to stop any of them. They’d obvioudy been warned in advance of the arrivd, as
hed the palace gaff. Dozens of them lined the approach to the main entrance, the rest undoubtedly lined
up near the areas of ther various duties. It would have been unwiddy having the hundreds of servants dl
waiting in the same place to greet their new superiors;, dozens made the approach crowded enough,
leaving barely enough room for the carriages and coaches.

They Ieft the coaches to the gpplause of their audience, too much of which Kambil found to be ether
amply for form’'s sake or actudly hiding hodility. He hadn’t redized that that meny paace workers
would be displeased and dis-illusoned, but maybe the reaction was due to ther prede-cessors. As soon
as possible he would walk about and get to know some of the servants involved, and in that way would
find out if there was anything which needed the at-tention of the Blending.

The group of Advisors escorted them to the area where the Five's individua wings began, but not
amply for form’s sake.

“Those servants will introduce themselves later,” Vdim said with a vegue wave meant to indicate the
five separate groups of servants. “Before they show you around your new domains, though, we'd
appreciate afew minutes of your time”

“Of course,” Ddin responded with distant superiority thinly covered by a charming smile “In which
of our wings would you prefer the mesting to be?’

“Ther€ s a gtting room right here, meant to be used for purposes such as this” Vdim responded,
indicating a door-way hdf a dozen steps short of the area of divergence. “We ve arranged for tea and
cakes to be provided, and if you desire anything else you need only ask for it.”

“If we degire anything dse, we cartainly shdl,” Ddin dlowed regdly, then led the way toward the
gtting room. Kambil joined the others in following, happier now about having had to restore Ddin. The
men knew nothing about what they’ d done since returning to the residence after the find competition, so
whatever Vdim wanted to “discuss’ would come as a surprise to the man. Even though Kambil
suspected he dready knew what the Advisor had inmind ...

The “dtting room” turned out to be a good ded larger then ordinary, more like a conference room
with easy chairs and no table than like anything else. Five of the chairs stood together in a row facing al
the rest, and Ddin headed di-rectly for the set of five Kambil let hm seat himsdf in the center chair
before gtting down beside him, then they dl took a moment to tdl the servants how they liked ther tea
After another moment the smdl army of servants had brought their tea and left, and Vdim cleared his
throat.

“As | sad earlier, we gpologize for the unconscionable delay in bringing you here” he began,
obvioudy trying not to sound tense and nervous. “To make up for the unintended dight, we ve arranged
for you to move directly into your various wings of the paace, and the Sedting ceremony has been
scheduled for tomorrow morning. Anyone of any im-portance will certainly be there, and two days after
that well hold the public ceremony.”

“Won't the current Seated Five be annoyed at having to share their wings?’ Ddlin asked after Spping
his tea. “And | do hate to be inddicate, but it's impossble to miss the fact that Advisor Zolind isn't
among you. Does he intend to repair his absence now by coming to the ceremony to-morrow, or will he
be ‘regrettably detained’ the way he dearly was today?’

“There is—ah—sad news where Lord Zalind is con-cerned,” Vdim replied after exchanging a glance
with one of his brother Advisors. “Last night our good friend passed away, agpparently from heart falure,
His send-off cremation is tonight, which iswhy the Seating ceremony has been delayed until tomorrow.”

“That's digtressing news,” Kambil said as the others ex-claimed in shock, only Ddin’s surprise being
red. “Advisor Zolind worked with us through most of the time of the com-petition, and we upheld our
end of the bargain we made with him. | assume that your being here means you're pre-pared to uphold
hisend for hm?’

“Ah—well have to discuss that agreement a another time” Vdim hedged, suddenly and



momentarily panic-stricken. He obvioudy knew nothing about a bargain, and Kambil could see that he
wanted it to reman like that. If it hadn’t been the perfect way to lever concessions from the Advisors,
Kambil might have been willing to forget about the nonexigent bargain himsdf. Asit was ...

“You dill haven't answered my question about the out-going Five,” Ddin prompted, only partidly
recovered from the shock of learning about Zolind's death. “Y ou seem to have given us freedom of their
wings which, I've been told, only they can give. Are we likdy to have to defend our-salves from them,
or does the invitation come from them rather than from you?’

“Nether, actualy,” Vdim admitted after exchanging an-other glance with the same crony. “The fact is
the previous Five have dready |eft, gpoparently being anxious to begin some new plans of ther own. They
seemed to have expected to be able to leave as soon as the competitions were over, and decided not to
change their intentions just because your group wasn't immediately brought to the palace. They took only
avery smdl amount of persona possessions with them, so don't be afraid that they stripped their wings.
I'm sure they’ Il send for the rest of their possessions as soon as they're settled elsewhere ...."

“| didike saying this, but I'm afraid I’'m beginning to grow uneasy,” Kambil announced dowly when
Vdim'svoice trailed off. It was 9ght of Ddin’s now obvious shock which had caused the ending of the
Advisor's maunderings, and Kambil had been waiting to take advantage of the mo-ment.

“Surdy you see why | would be uneasy,” Kambil con-tinued, projecting disturbance as he looked
from one uncom-fortable Advisor to another. “Firg you tdl usthat Advisor Zolind is gone, and now you
say that the previous Five are gone as wdll. | have no idea what' s happening here, but I'm afraid * uneasy’
was much too understated a choice of words. | hope everyone understands that we will defend oursaves
if necessary?’

Many of the Advisors began to assure im immediady that that would not be necessary, induding a
brow-mopping Vdim. The gig of the comments was that nothing was hap-pening, nothing but a gring of
odd occurrences. Some of them even seemed to bedieve that, but mos of them were frightened and
worried. Kambil was ddighted to see that, of course, but made sure not to let his expression reflect that
ddight.

“Wdl, | believeit'stimefor us to go,” Vdim said as he rose to his feet, the others quickly fallowing
hisexample. “Would you like us to escort you back out to the beginning of your respective wings?’

“Thank you, but | believe well reman here for a few moments longer,” Kambil replied, showing a
dill-disturbed amile. “It will probably be best if my groupmates and | establish a loose link, to be certain
we remain in touch with one another even after we separate. That way we can Blend indantly if it should
become necessary ...”

Kambil let hiswords trall off as his gaze moved among the twelve men, and most of them obliged by
paing a bit before heading for the door. Even Vdim found it impossible to do more than nod a bit before
lumbering after his asso-ciates, and a moment after the door closed Kambil showed a much better amile

“None of them made the least attempt to liden at the door, nor are any of the servants close enough
to hear us” he told his groupmates. “Did you see how frightened they became at the idea of us linking? |
got the digtinct impres-son that their previous Blending never did anything like that, which explains part of
thar overdl nervousness”

“And the rest of it is probably explained by the fact thet we're dl High taents” Bron said with faint
amusement from Kambil’s left. “1t suddenly occurred to me that no other chosen Blending could have
been the same, not when the Advisors intended to use them rather than serve them. We weren't
supposed to survive, but now that we have and are dso to be Seated, they have to find a way to ded
with us”

“l redly sympathize with those poor dears,” Sdendi sad with a laugh from her place to Ddin's
immediate right. “They have to have a Seated Blending in order for them to continue to run the empire,
but the only Blending avalable is one which is far too strong for them to control eesily. 1 wonder what
they’ll do to try to force usto obey them—and who they’ll use to make the attempt.”

“WelIl certainly find out after the ceremony tomorrow,” Homin, equaly amused, said from the seat
beyond Sdendi’s. “We probably aren't supposed to know it, but in the past there's only been one
ceremony. Saving our public Seating for another time probably means they intend to bar-gain with us, our



complete cooperation in return for ther dlowing our Seating to become completdly officid. 1 won-der
how they think they can keep it from happening.”

“I'm sure they have some plan, which iswhy | let them know we can link,” Kambil replied, sharing
the generd amusement. “They were probably counting on tackling us one at a time, but now they know
that won't be possible”

“How can dl of you find this funny? Ddin suddenly demanded, his inner thoughts in complete
turmoail. “If we don't agree to ther terms they won't let us be publidy Seated, but if we do well be
completely powerless. And why haven't we linked yet the way you said we would?’

“Ddin, we're not going to link,” Kambil explained as he automaticaly camed the fool’s agitation. “If
we do well be wasting our strength, especidly snce | intend to keep dert agang any sort of attack. If
someone tries something I'll initiste the Blending, which will protect us from any-thing they care to try.
You do remember that we can Blend even when at a distance from one another?”

“And don't worry about our being powerless,” Bron added when Ddin nodded jerkily to Kambil’s
question. “They can threaten not to hold the public Seeting ceremony, but they won't be able to follow
through on the threat. The only offidd power the Advisory Board has is through the Seated Blending,
and tha remains true no matter how far they've gone past it unofficdly. If they keep us from being
Seated, they’ll just be cutting their own throats.”

“Yes, of course, you're right,” Ddin sad after Kambil touched him with complete beief. “I'd
forgotten about that, and | appreciate your reminding me. So let’s forget about those fools and go have a
look at our new quarters.”

With that he rose from his char immediaidy and headed for the door, leaving Kamhil to exchange
glances with the others before they dso rose to follow. Ddin was back to thinking of himsdf as their
leader, but it wouldn’t be for long. And as long as they each had their own wings of the paace to livein,
putting up with Delin would be a good ded essier.

Kambil amiled as his group of persona servants came forward to greet hm and introduce
themsdves, and then he let them lead the way into his wing. After he had a look around he would find a
comfortable spot for privacy, and then he would do some thinking. Any ultimeta would not be presented
by Vdim, that was absolutely certain. They would be brought by the red powers on the Advisory Board,
the men who were closest to the late Zolind and who hadn’t shown themsdves today.

He' d been planning to do away with those men, but now Kambil smiled again as he reconsidered his
options. Some of them would certainly prove useful to him, and if he found it possible to take control of
them, he'd have no need to ded with incompetent bunglers like Vdim. In fact he'd be able to rid the
Board of dl its deadwood, which would be just as stiSying as ridding it of strong opposition. Yes, he'd
definitdy have to think about that ...

Ddin made himsdf comfortable with a cup of teain the beautiful little sudy while a med was being
prepared for him, enjoying being done after that tour. He' d never redly stopped to think about it sooner,
but the term “wing” ac-tually meant what it suggested. There were thirty bedcham-bers in his wing, most
of them part of actud apartments, and that didn’t count servants  quarters. The kitchens were enormous,
there were four dining rooms of varying sSzes, and two gigantic ballrooms. There were aso three libraries,
four conference rooms of different sizes, and hdf a dozen smdl megting rooms, none of which included
his private quite.

Theteain his cup tasted better than any tea he'd ever had, especidly since he'd taken the trouble to
check it with his tdent before drinking it. HE'd do the same with the food they brought, and then he
would enjoy it even more than the tea. He' d findly made it to where he belonged, to where he deserved
to be, and he had no intention of denying him-salf a Ingle moment of the pleasure.

Despite the fact that the Advisors would try to take it away from him. Ddin’s fig clenched in fury as
he remem-bered that, dso remembering how lightly his groupmates had taken the danger. Apparently
they were too innocent to understand just how difficult the Advisors could make life for them, which was
why it was a good thing he was their leader. He knew trouble when he saw it, and was adso pre-pared to
do something about it.



A amilefindly turned Delin’s lips, brought about by the discovery of the one feature of his wing that
he' d taken the trouble to ask about: the section of his personad guard used for politicad assassinations.
He d discovered their existence by the merest accident, having thumbed through the private journd of the
late husband of one of his group of older women. The man had found out about the assassins and had
feared he'd become one of their victims because of the knowledge, and there the journd had abruptly
ended.

Ddin had asked the woman how her husband had died, and she'd told him the death was perfectly
naturdl. She'd aso told him that no one ese had read the journd, and she'd even forgotten it was there.
The dut was such a woolhead that when Ddin took the journd with him, she’'d never no-ticed. After
reading it carefully Ddin had destroyed it, mak-ing sure in that way that no one ese would be adle to
discover what he had.

And now he stood in a postion to make use of his knowl-edge. He'd spoken to the head of his
guard only briefly, but certainly long enough to determine that there would be no hestation on anyone's
part in accepting his orders. They would do exactly as he told them to, and the orders he gave after he
finished his med would be a schedule for tomorrow, to be carried out after he and the others were
Sesated.

But tonight, tonight would be the sublime end to a lifetime of fear and misery. Ddin's heart beat
fagter at the thought of it, excitement and ddight causng his blood to rush about. Tonight he would have
his parents brought to him secretly, gagged, of course, and he would st and waich as they were dowly
put to death. His mother, the dut, de-served death for never having protected him, but his father ... as
long as his father continued to live, Ddin knew he would never find it possible to breathe fredy.

Tonight would be marvelous, then, and afterward he’ d have to think about seeing to Kambil. He was
certain he'd meant to do something about the man sooner, and couldn’'t imagine why he hadn’'t. Ah well,
tomorrow was another day, with any number of days coming after thet ...

Eleven

It fdt as though the coach ride lasted forever, and | couldn’t keep from dozing for shorter and longer
periods of time. Naran had fdlen adeep not long after we left my old neigh-borhood, and Rion and
Vdlant Ro hadn’'t awakened at any point. | fet completely aone again, but touching the power made the
londiiness dightly more bearable. It dso helped that Meerk was there for us, assuming he'd been tdling
the complete truth. If only Jowvi or Lorand could have been there to confirm what Meerk had sad ...

| Sghed over that, then impatiently reminded mysdf how usdess wishing was. If Jowi and Lorand
weren't lost some-where, we wouldn't have needed help from anyone. Naran had tried to say she knew
they weren't dead, but thinking about it let me know the same thing with a good dedl more certainty. I'd
suddenly understood that | would be imme-diatdly aware of their death, and that no matter where our
enemies had hidden them.

The comfort of that thought let me nod off again, but as soon as our rate of mation changed | awoke
agan. The coach had begun to dow, and the darkened neighborhood showed hulking warehouses
danding slent dl around. Some of them looked abandoned, while others were littered with debris
showing how casudly uncaring their users were. There was no pride of ownership vishle—if the owners
of warehouses ever did show pride. I'd never been anywhere near a neighborhood like that before, so |
hed no idea how such people thought.

The coach passed an intersection of Streets at the dower pace, then dowed even more as we
approached the middle of the block. Meerk, who had been riding on the box with the driver, dropped off
the coach at arun, and not just to mantain his balance. He continued to run until he reached a wide door
in one of the buildings, which he then drew open. | didn’t know how redly wide it was until the coach
passed through with inches to spare, teking us into a dim, vas, lantermlit area. As the driver pulled his
horses to a stop, | heard the wide door being closed behind us.

“Where are we?’ Naran asked deegpily, draghtening up in the seat. “Have we gotten there yet?’



“I'd say yes, we're there, but don't ask me where ‘there’ is” | responded, trying to see into the
shadows of the im-mense building. “And people are garting to appear from somewhere, looking as
deepy as you sound.”

“Have you gotten any deep?’ she asked softly as | watched Meerk approach one of the newcomers
and begin to speak to him. “1 know you're supposed to guard the rest of us, Tamrissa, but you can’'t do
thet if you' re fdling off your feet.”

“Since I’'m not currently on my feet, | don't think we have to worry about it,” | commented, paying
more aten-tion to Meerk and the man he spoke with. The conversation was too low for me to hear, but
they didn’t seem to be exchanging any secret nods to indicate prearranged plans, nor were they looking
paticularly furtive The man rubbed his eyes while ligening to Meerk, nodded as he ran his hands
through his hair, then turned to a group of other men while Meerk headed back to the coach.

“Paign tdls me there are quarters ready for you,” Meerk said when he reached us, looking up fird at
me and then at Naran. “They’d given up expecting us anymore tonight, but the quarters are dill avallable.
There's dso food in case you're hungry, but fird we have to get the men and your luggage out of the
coach. The driver needs to be out of here before the neighborhood starts to wake up, which happens
extremdy early.”

“| thought the area was abandoned,” | said, moving to-ward the door he/'d opened and beginning to
dimb out of the coach. “Recently abandoned, possbly, but definitdy no longer in use”

“None of it's abandoned, induding this warehouse,” he replied, hdping me to the ground before
tumning to offer Naran the same assstance. “When the workday dtarts, our people will gart with it.
Wagons will come with shipments of produce to be unloaded, and later on empty wagons will come to
pick up what was unloaded. No one knows thet part of each shipment stays here to be used by our own
people, but then it's no on€'s business but ours.”

“Is everyone here part of your organizetion?’ | asked, waiching the man Meerk had cdled Paisn
send peoplein different directions before sarting to lead Sx big men to-ward us. “They dl seem to know
what's going on so | suppose they are, but what about the men who work here during the day? Surdy
some of them aren’'t members”

“We can't afford to have anyone around who isn't one of our own,” Meerk said, his atention
returned to me now that Naran had dso left the coach. “From time to time we transfer people elsawhere,
and then we *hire replacements for them. What we actudly do is pretend to hire people we dready
know and have been waiting for, making it look as though there's a normd turnover in our workers.
Dama Domon, Dama Whig, dlow me to introduce my second-in-command here, Paisn Phile. You'll
aso meet the others, but tomorrow’ s soon enough.”

“We're very rdieved to see you ladies, and the gentlemen as wel,” Paisn Phile said politdy. He was
atal, thin man who looked as though he were wegk-willed or possbly waspish, but his even, friendly
tone and the amile on hislong face bdied that. “We were afraid Alsn hadn’t been able to locate you, and
you were wandering around the city only two steps away from being found and arrested. We ought to be
able to keep you safe here, at least for awhile. If you'll excuse us for a minute?’

His request was jug for formdity’s sake, as Meerk—Alsin—had dready said the coach had to be
onitsway. Two of Pasin’'s men went to the boot for our bags, and the other four, working two at a time,
got Rion and Vdlant Ro out of thelr seats. Both men continued to deep soundly, even while they were
carried toward aflignt of gairs.

“We have most of the upper floor fixed up for our own use” Aldn said, gesturing me dong with him
toward the gairs. Naran aready followed close behind Rion's limp body, looking dightly less worried
when a third man joined each group of two to help get the unconscious men up the steps.

“The front of the floor looks perfectly norma with crates and bales” Alsn continued, “but those
crates and baes are just for show. Behind them is where our people say when, for one reason or
another, they can’'t go home. Sometimes, like tonight, they stay because there' s work to be done.”

“And what do you do when you' re not rescuing people who are rightfully the next Seated Blending?’
| asked, findking it easy to keep the bitterness out of my tone. | fet much too tired to be bitter, but
possibly tomorrow I'd be able to manage it.



“What do you mean, rightfully the next Seated Blend-ing?’ he asked, garing at me with a frown.
“You and the others logt the competition, but you're much too vauable in spite of that to let the nobles
dispose of you. That's why we worked to keep track of you afterward—I’m babbling. Please tdl me
what you meant.”

“I meant what | sad,” | replied with a shrug, sopping near the gairs to give the men doing the
carrying a chance to get up them. “We were about to win the competition, we knew it beyond dl doubt,
and then suddenly we were un-conscious. | asked Lanir about it before | left, and he ad-mitted they’d
put hilsom powder in our underclothes. When it became clear that we would win, they had some taents
shake the underclothes so we'd breathe in the powder. Once it forced us loose from our ahilities,
Middlesin Earth magic put usto deep. That's why we dropped as though poleaxed, and that’s why we
stayed down.”

When he heard that he growled under his breath, looking as though he would prefer to snarl.

“Excuse mefor that,” he said after a moment, his anger under dightly better control. “We were sure
they couldn’'t possbly do anything underhanded with thousands of people wetching, but they did it
anyway. And the neutra judges were a waste of time, with their talk of needing to be cir-cumspect and
not arguing about whet they were adlowed access to! We can't be unreasonable, they dways ings—! |
should have remembered what happened at the chdlenge for Seated High in Earth magic ....”

“l can't see how you could have prevented what hap-pened without you and your people being in
power,” | said, understanding his anger dl too well. “They had everything their own way, but it won't be
the same the next time we go up againg them. Why were you able to trace me and Rion and Vdlant, but
not Jowi and Lorand?’

“We had people watching the amphithegater, of course,” he answered, only patidly distracted from
hisirate regrets. “You and one of those men were taken away from it in private carriages, and the House
ingdgniawere perfectly clear. The other man was put into a wagon with nothing to show who it belonged
to, but a femde noble questioned the wagon driver rather closdy, and my watcher recognized her. Which
was a lucky thing, because no one was able to follow the wagon. Or wagons, snce Dom Coll and the
other lady were taken away in wagons of their own.”

“Why wasn't anyone able to follow them?’ | asked, aware of the frown | wore. “Most wagons don't
move fast enough to suit anyone, snce most people end up getting stuck behind them. It should even be
possible to follow one on foot.”

“Normdly you would be right,” he agreed with a nod filled with annoyance. “Following a wagon is
effortless even if you don’t want to follow it—except when alarge number of guardsmen stop dl treffic to
let the carriages of nobles go fird. The wagons had dready gone past the line of guardsmen, and by the
timemy people were able to fol-low, there was no sgn of them.”

“I’'m suddenly furious with mysdlf,” | said as an abrupt redization hit me. “If Eltrina Razas was able to
have Vdlant brought to her, she knows where he was taken. That means she might dso know where the
others were sent, and | made no effort to question her. Of dl the supid over-sights ...”

“No, you're wrong,” he said, looking as though the same sort of revelation had struck him as well.
“I'm the stupid one, because | was told when Dom Ro was brought to the Razas woman, and | made no
effort to find out if the watch-ers followed the wagon back to where it had come from! Damn! It's too
late to send for the men now, but firg thing in the morning—!”

He turned and took the dtairs two a atime, able to go dl the way to the top and beyond because the
men with their burdens had dready disappeared. A glance back showed that our coach had aso left, and
the wide door was once again closed tight. That left nothing for me to do but raise my skirts and follow
everyone updtairs, dthough | wouldn't have minded being carried mysdf. It been a long, tiring day, and
was destined to be even longer.

By the time | reached the top of the wide Staircase, the only one in Sght was Alsn Meerk, gdriding
back in my direction. All around were the shadowed outlines of the bales and crates he/'d mentioned,
looking faintly ominous in the dimness. At another time | might have fdt nervous, at least urtil | saw Aldn
Meerk’s expression.

“Dama Domon, I'm so sorry!” he gpologized even be-fore he reached me, embarrassed mortification



riding him heavily. “I didn’t mean to abandon you like that, but finding out that we might not be at a dead
end after dl—! | usudly have better manners than that, and | hope you'll forgive my thoughtlessness.”

“If you happen to have a hot cup of tea hidden up here somewhere, I'll probably be willing to forgive
quite alot of things” | returned, adding a amilein an effort to ease his very obvious discomfort. “In fact, if
you want the red truth, I'll settle for cold tea and then smply warm it mysdlf.”

“No decent host would put an honored guest to the trou-ble of warming her own tea,” he replied
with a grin that softened his craggy features dmogt to the point of attrac-tiveness. “If you'll be so kind as
to follow me, I'll show you to where you can St and enjoy that cup of tea”

His bow and gesture weren't entirdly serious, but the courtliness wasn't a complete mockery ether. |
acknowl-edged his gesture with a matching nod before going dong, wondering where dl the comforts
he/ d mentioned were hid-den. The vast floor looked completdy filled with dl the things warehouses are
reputed to be filled with, leaving nothing but narrow aides here and there among the looming shadows.

“Here we are,” he sad after leading me dl the way to the right and in front of a larger than usud
crate. “The ‘merchandise stored up here was carefully made by some of our members, and are works of
at that can even stand up to close ingpection. This entryway, however, ian't the same, so we keep it
locked whenitisn'tin use”

As he spoke he pushed on the front face of the crate, and it swung slently inward. That made a
doorway dmogt as wide as the one we'd come into the warehouse through, one which showed a good
ded more light and warmth beyond it. Alsn gestured me forward with a amile, so | stepped in and
looked around while he closed and locked the unusud door behind us.

From where | stood it was possible to see nothing but two long corridors, one dretching straight
ahead on my right, and the second doing the same to the left. We stood in afarly wide entrance area that
was lit with lamps, more lamps spaced dong the walls of both corridors. There was nothing in the way of
decoration to be seen, and in fact the place looked as though it were made of crate facings

“Your friends were taken that way,” Alsn said, pointing up the corridor to the right. “I'll show you
where they are on the way to that hot cup of tea, so you won't spend your time wondering.”

| appreciated the thoughtfulness of that, once again find-ing mysdf surprised that this was the same
men who had brought Hat to the residence and then had threatened Lor-and. Remembering thet, | had a
sudden idea.

“You didn't just happen to get involved with Hat, did you?’ | said, trying not to sound accusing.
“You ddiber-ately did something to make him beholden to you, just to gain access to us”

“The opportunity was much too good to pass up,” he admitted, looking a bit shamefaced. “We don't
often get access to those who test for High, and the reason for that is another story. When | came across
that boy trying to drown his sorrows in drink while gambling awvay every copper he had, | believed his
dam about having a friend who had certainly passed the test. No one dse believed him, though, so | had
no trouble becoming the one he lost hismoney to. It was a good thing | did, too, because he was making
every effort to cheat.”

“l can't say I'm surprised,” 1 commented, glanding through the occasional doorways we passed on
our left. Most of them were empty, but one held Paisin and a group of men seated around a table. We
seemed to be in an area of conference rooms, and | wondered if Paisn was in the process of passng on
whatever orders Alsn had given him.

“The boy was't a paticularly nice person,” Alsn agreed with a Sgh. “He kept muttering things
about how Dom Call had stolen hisrightful place, so when his debt to me mounted redly high, | was able
to order him to a place where he would see dl the hopefuls pass by in their coaches on the way to their
practicing. That was how he spotted Dom Call, whom he immediatdy pointed out to me. | told him |
knew the coach driver, which wasn't alie, and was able to put him in contact with Dom Call thet way. |
went dong the second time to make a contact of my own, which worked out better than | could have
hoped.”

“Were you ever able to locate Hat after that farce of achdlenge?’ | asked, suddenly curious dl over
agan. “Lorand said you weren't able to, but was that the truth?’

“l wish it weren't,” he said, frugration clear in the words. “The boy disappeared completely, and |



can't hep feding that if I’d located him I'd have some idea about where your missng friends are. | dso
can't shake the con-viction that something is going on that none of us knows about, something the nobility
isinvolved in that they don’t want us to know about.”

“Lanir said he had no idea where my friends were, but now I’'m wondering if that was the truth,” 1
admitted with aggh. “It might have been possible to force him into tdling me what he knew if 1'd tried,
but now it's much too late even if | wanted to go back to that house”

“He s dead, then?’ Alsin asked after a very brief hesi-tation, obvioudy trying to be circumspect. “He
was the Seated High in Fire magic, but you had no trouble besting him? That aone should be part of the
proof we need

“It won't redly do you any good,” | told him, my head-shake having caused his words to trall off.
“Lanir wasn't dead when | |eft, just burned out. He was no more than afarly srong Middle, but he knew
| was a High. He tried to force himsdf past a Middle's naturd stopping point in an effort to match and
defeat me, but ended up burning himsdf out instead. We can't redly say | bested him, because | never
hed the chance to.”

“But you could have, couldn't you?' he persisted, look-ing as though he thought furioudy. “Thet
should be enough, especidly when they promote his firg dternate and try to protect the man the way
they protected Porvin. A chdlenge hasto be hdd no later than one week after the man is Seated, and if
we spread the word it will be very wdl at-tended. We aso have enough of our people in postions that
will let us enter our own candidate for the chalenge, and once their pet loses there won't be anything they
can do about it’

“Persondly, I'd hate to be that winning candidate,” | said, trying to be gentle about bringing him
down to earth. “Do | have to tdl you what's most likely to happen to the person? They'll be able to ings
on seaing to the winner themsdves, away from dl those witnesses in the audience. At that point they’d be
able to do anything to him, possbly even causng a fad ‘accident’ after neutrdizing him with hilsom
powder. Do you redly want to throw someone' s life away like that?’

“No, you're right of course,” he admitted with a deep 9gh, his previous enthusasm dying. “As long
asthey're dill completdy in charge of things, someone put into their hands would have no chance at dl.
It'sjudt that it's now become worse than ever, to accept having them running things when | know for a
fact that they don’t deserve to. And your friends should bein there.”

We' d turned a corner to the left, which, after a few steps, led to a widening of the corridor. Rooms
stood closer to-gether in this area, but the doors dso stood closed—except for the one at the end, which
didn't seem to have a door. The room Aldn had pointed to was on the right, and | opened the door
quietly to peek indgde.

A number of cots were arranged in arow, 9x to be pre-cise, and Rion and Valant Ro lay stretched
out on two of them. Naran lay on athird, but the cot had been pushed as close to Rion's as possible, and
she held his hand tightly between both of her own. She looked at me and smiled when | put my head in,
90 | returned the amile and withdrew again.

“I'm sorry | didn’t mention this sooner, but I'm afraid you' re going to have to find someplace ese to
put Vdlant Ro,” | said once I'd closed the door again. “He can’t abide smdl, closed-in spaces with no
windows, and if he wakes up in there helll suffer quite alot. Is there anything you can do?’

“As a matter of fact, there is” Aldn agreed, nodding as though I'd said nothing unusud. “Dom Ro
ign't the only man with a problem like that, and it made no sense to ex-clude a man from our ranks just
because he has an unusud need. One of these rooms is huilt againg a wide access-window, one that
hasn't been used since another warehouse was put up redly close to this one. The window faces a blank
wal, but if necessary someone could dimb out of it and shinny down the pulley rope, which was Ieft for
pre-cisdly that reason. I'll have him moved right away.”

We d been waking toward the room without a door as we taked, and now Alsn moved ahead to
enter it firs. When | followed | saw a large room containing a number of tables and chairs, with another
doorless entry directly opposite the one | stood in. Although there was segting for more, the room only
had three smdl groups of men, seated separately. Some of the men ate and some smply drank whatever
wasin ther cups, and Alsn had walked over to one of the groups. After he spoke to the three men, they



nodded and rose and I&ft the room the way we' d just comein.

“They'll take him to the window dormitory right away,” Aldn said as he returned to me. “And |
aways seem to be abandoning you, so I'd better make immediaie amends. The tea you wanted is right
over here, and it can be joined by a med if you happen to be hungry.”

“Thank you, but I'm not,” | answered, Ietting him guide me to the Ieft to a long counter againgt the
wadl. The counter held the largest tea service I'd ever seen, with what looked like fifty cups without
saucers. “Are you redly expecting that many people to be thirsty during the night, or is that arrangement
amply preparation for the mormning?

“A bit of both,” he replied with a amile as he reached for one of the cups. “We occasondly have
people coming and going a dl hours here, s0 it's easier to keep things ready than to make them ready.
Your tea, lady, and the suger isright over there”

| accepted the cup he'd filled while giving im a nod of thanks, then put sugar into the tea while he
poured a cup for himsdf. My fingertips told me that the tea could stand to be a bit hotter, so when he put
his cup down near the sugar | warmed his tea as wdl as my own. One of the men gtting in the room
gasped, and Aldn glanced at him questioningly until he picked up his cup again.

“Ah, now | understand why Gorliss was so surprised and impressed,” Alsn said with a chuckle,

“You warmed our tea, and snce Gorliss is technicadly on watch, he's touching the power. | hadn't
remembered that his aspect is Fire magic, but now there can’'t be any doubt. | think I’d better introduce
you.”
Jugt then the three men who had Ieft aoruptly returned, two of them carrying Vdlant Ro's ill-limp
body. The third seemed to be in charge of leading the way, probably to open and close doors. We
waited until they passed through the room, then Alsin led the way toward the table where the man Gorliss
Sat.

“There are no others in the dormitory room he's being taken to, so Dom Ro won't find himsdf
crowded if he awak-ens early,” Alsn murmured as we walked. “There are aso specid arrangements for
food to be brought there, and if you like there' s a place for you in the room as wel.”

“Thank you, but | prefer to stay with my other friends” | replied, not quite able to produce a amile
Then | raised my voice a bit to add, “It should amuse you that your friend Gorliss here seems to be a
sronger Middle than the former Seated High in Fire magic: And you can tdl him that he needn’t hold to
the power quite so tightly. I'm saving my strength for any nobles | happen to come across.”

That produced chuckling in dl the men, especidly the one who had been garing at me so intensdly.
Algn intro-duced me to everyone, and the man Gorliss shook his head ruefully.

“| gpologize for reectin’ like that, ma am, but you're surely the strongest tdlent | ever did fed,” he
sad. “There s some who tdl meI’m a mongter, but my strength compared to yours ...”

He shook his head, and Alsn smiled in the same rueful way.

“l know just what you mean, Gorliss” he admitted. “1 used to think | had dl the strength there was,
and then | watched her friend Dom Coall & work. He made mefed like a Low talent, and he wasn't even
graning. When Dama Domon and the others findly get to take their proper place as the Seated Five, no
onewill have to wonder if they de-serve to be there”

Themen dl agreed with that rather more strongly then | expected them to, and then Aldn excused us
and led the way to a table a short distance away. He seated me before sdtling into his own chair, and
then he amiled rather wearily.

“It's been a very long day, so | imagine you're glad to findly have the tea and char you were
promised,” he said. “Persondly, I’'m not tired at dl, and if necessary | could just keep on going for
another—oh, two or three minutes at least. Aslong as | spend the time Stting down.”

“l don’t know if I'm quite that strong,” | said with agmile| didn't have to force. “If | didn't need this
tea to hedp me unwind, I'd probably dready be adeep. Would you prefer to wait until tomorrow before
tdling me what your organization isdl about?’

“l don't have to be awake to tak about the organization,” he said after Spping at his tea. “I know
our ams s0 well, | probably recite them in my deep as it is. Do you have any idea how hard it is for
people to make something of themselves in our society? I'm not talking about people with no ethics or



conscience, because people like that a-ways manage to prosper—at the expense of those around them.
I’'m taking about your average man or woman, or-dinary, decent people.”

“No, actudly, | don't,” | admitted, Spping a my own tea. “My parents are the sort you mentioned
fird, without ethics or conscience, and so are dl ther friends and ac-quaintances. Why isit so hard for
decent people to get ahead?’

“The nobility is why,” he responded, bitterness cregping into his voice. “Everyone gets a basic
education because the schools teach obedience as wdl as restraint in usng one's talent, but in order to
go beyond the basics, you have to have a * sponsor.” The sponsor must be a member of the nobility, but
you don’'t even get to see him. You smply make your payment to his agent, the higher the payment, the
higher up on the lig your name goes. After that you're dlowed to pay through the nose for the education
itsef—and then judt try to find a job where you can use what you learned.”

“What about those who don’'t want a higher education?’ | asked, only just beginning to understand
how redly shel-tered I’ d been. “There s nothing wrong with opening a shop or providing a service, and a
lot of people seem to have done just that.”

“No, a lot of people do it for various members of the nobility,” Alsn corrected gently, leaning
forward to put hisforearms on the table. “Not one man or woman in ten owns his or her own business,
What they do is buy a license from the noble in charge of ther section of the city, then they pay
three-quarters of what their business earns to its red owner. All expenses are paid out of therr end, and
they're dlowed to live on whatever’s left.”

“That's outrageous,” | stated, beginning to get angry. “No wonder they’re dl so rich without having
to lift a fin-ger. But why do people stand for it? Why don't they leave the aty and move esewhere so
they can live better?’

“Where would you suggest they go?’ he asked, amiling without amusement. “There isn't a Sngle part
of this empire that the nobles don't own, even if most of the time they live here. They have agents Jo
represent them everywhere, so they don’t have to be on the spot to collect their gold. We might as well
have brands on our shoulders and stedl collars welded closed around our necks. We're daves to them in
everything but name.”

“It's not supposed to be like that,” | said with a shake of my head, the agitation growing. “1 know
there was a time when the nobles didn't own everything, and we need to bring that time back agan.
What are you doing to make it happen?’

“One of the things we're not doing is racing around like chickens with ther heads cut off,” he
soothed, his amuse-ment for some reason returned. “There have been other or-ganizations from time to
time but none of them were able to accomplish anything because they tried to attack the no-bles
themsdves. We're out to show that the nobles are main-taining themselvesin power by bregking the law.
If we can do that, then we can take the individud nobles down without their being able to scream about
lawless rebelion. And with the law on our side, most of the guard will have to support us”

“l don't see things working out that way,” | said with another shake of my head. “Most people are
content to live quietly even with things as they are, so you can't expect support from them. If you come
forward—with just your supporters—claiming the nobles are bresking the law, those same nobles will
laugh and tdl you to take them to court and then they’ll go about their business. That business will consast
of delaying or outright squashing any charges being brought againg them, in the meanwhile having you
and your people quietly arrested. You can't bring chargesin court if you don’t come forward, and if you
do come forward you'll never livelong enough to see those charges pressed. You need to do something
dse entirdy.”

“Like what?’ he asked, the anusament gone again. “Re-cruit an amy and depose the nobles by
force? Not only does that go againg everything we believe in, it just isn't poss-ble. It takes experience
and training to use the tdents of an army effectively, and no one among us has that. It's been far too long
gnce our empire had an army, so any veterans we might have recruited are long since dead.”

“How does the empire get dong without an amy?’ | asked in confusion. “Especidly snce we're
supposedly dill expanding into what used to be other peopl€e's countries? No, never mind, the question
it rdlevant. What is relevant is that your planswill never work. I'm sorry to have to tdl you that, but |



prefer to hurt your fedings rather than stand back and watch you die. Thank you for the tea. | think I'm
ready to deep now.”

He rose when | did, but he made no effort to come with me when | left the room. He'd looked
furioudy unhappy, but he obvioudy couldn't think of anything else to say in argument againg what 1'd
told him. | suspected he knew as wdl as | did that his plan would never work, and had kept on with it
only because no one had been able to think of anything better.

Opening the door quietly to the spartan communa bed-chamber showed that Naran now dept as
soundly as Rion. | dipped indde and closed the door again just as quietly, tiptoed to the door on the far
sde of the room in an effort to locate privacy fadilities, and was glad to find them just behind the door. |
used them quickly, then returned to the outer room where | chose a cot to lie down on. | was hardly used
to deeping in my clothes, but if Naran had been able to do it then | had the hope of being able to do the
same.

Hope ... | lay on my right sde, the tiny pillow under my cheek, my gaze on Naran and Rion.
Although both lay sound adeep, they nevertheess continued to hold hands. That was probably what
being able to hope did for you, which was why I’ d never have what they did between them. | could hope
tofdl adeep, but I'd never learn to hope for any Stuation which had the power to bring such incredible
panif it didn’'t succeed. When it didn’'t succeed ...

| closed my eyes, but degp was a very long timein com-ing.

Twelve

Rion yawned and stretched, then got a good enough look a his surroundings to wonder where in
blazes he was. The last thing he remembered was being & Mother's house .... “No, that’s not the last
thing,” he murmured when he saw Tamrissa sound adeep just a few beds away. Memory now flooded
back about the way he'd been rescued, and Naran had been there as well. He had a vague memory of
traveling in a coach forever, and then of being carried. And Vdlant had aso been there ...

Without stopping to think, Rion svung his legs off the thin, narrow bed and stood, pausing to stretch
agan before redizing that he'd done it dl without help. That @bomination he'd been fed had findly worn
off, then, and what a rdief it was. Hobbling about like an old man, needing the help of others to wak
without faling—

Sudden worry caused Rion to stand unmoving. His mind seemed perfectly dl right, but he'd abruptly
remembered what Mother had said about his tdent. He was supposed to have been permanently
damaged, especidly snce he hadn’t been free to fight againg the damage. Well, he seemed to be free
now, SO it might be wisest to see if something pos-itive could be done.

Rion firs took a deep breath to brace himsdf agangt what he might find, and then he gingerly
reached toward the power. There was a dight drag to his efforts at firg, as though he needed to break
through some sort of delicate barrier, and then his touch was full and sure. Strength flowed into him, both
physca and talent-wise, and once again he was aware of everything to do with the air about him.

“It' sdl there, just asit was before the betrayd!” he whispered ecdtaticdly, needing to say the words
aoud to make them absolutely red and true. But he had no wish to waken Tamrissa from the deep she
30 obvioudy needed, and he dso wanted to find Naran. It would be nice to know where they were, and
aso what they’d be doing next.

A door at the far end of the narrow room opened on a privacy fadlity, so Rion made use of it before
trying the other door. He aso used the shaving gear near the basin to rid himsdf of stubble, and splashed
water into his face to drive away the last migs of deep. But finding a bath house would soon become an
absolute, top-drawer priority. He'd never dept in his clothes before, and didiked the sweaty, rumpled
sensation doing it had left behind.

The second door led into a corridor, and after dosing the thing as slently as possible he followed the
corridor to an archway a what appeared to be its end. As he approached he heard low conversation,
and gtepping indde showed him a room filled with tables and chairs and people egting. Hun-ger suddenly
touched him as wdl, but Naran had seen him come in. He firg wanted to give her the good news, and



then he would find a plate to fill.

“Good morning, my love” Naran greeted hm with a matchless amile once he was close enough, her
lovely eyes shining. “I’'m delighted to see you up and around again, and | gpologize for not waiting until
you awoke. When | opened my eyes | discovered that | was ravenous, and so had to come looking for
something to eat.”

“Apologies would be necessary only if you hadn’t seen to yoursdf, my love,” he returned, bending to
exchange a quick kisswith her. “And | mugt say | agree with you. It's a very good morning indeed.”

“Oh, Rion, you've completdy returned to yoursdf!” she exclamed ddightedly, teking the hand he
hed out. “I knew you would, but there was confuson about when. Oh, excuse my terrible manners. This
gentleman is Dom Paisn Phile, one of those who are so kindly hdping us”

The tal, thin man gtting with Naran rose with a gmile to offer his hand, and Rion took it while
showing his own amile. It was marvelous to fed like afull man again, and aso to be treated like one ...

“It's good to see you up and about, Dom Mardimil,” the man Phile said warmly. “Please help
yourself to something to break your fast, and then I'll leave you and Dama Whigt done.”

“It's difficult to be done in a room filled with so many people, Dom Phile” Rion responded eesily.
“Pease stay where you are, and I'll return in a moment.”

Phile nodded his thanks for and acceptance of the invi-tation, so Rion went to locate the food he'd
been able to amd| ever snce he'd waked in. The long counter he found it on wasn't precisdy a buffet,
and the platters holding the food weren't warmers. But there was dill a cirde of warmth around the eggs,
bacon, and fried potatoes, as wdl as around the lightly toasted bread. Those four things were the only
offerings, but there was enough of each that Rion was able to hdp himsdf with a free hand.

After taking a dollop of butter and one pinch each of sdt and pepper from the bowls holding them,
Rion prepared a cup of tea, then returned to the table where Naran and Phile sat. It was fantly amusing
that a one time Rion would have been unable to touch any of the crudely arranged food, but Mother's
prejudices hgppily no longer affected him.

“Dom Phile was just tdling me what some of his people are doing now,” Naran said when Rion sat
with his plate and cup in front of him. “They haven't been able to locate Jowvi and Lorand ether, but
Dom Meerk feds they might pick up a due from Vdlant's Stuation. He was brought to that vile Eltrina
Razas's house from somewhere, and the men who had been weatching her house might just have
fol-lowed the wagon which brought him when it returned to wherever it had come from.”

“Unfortunately those men aren’t here, or we would d-ready know if one of them did follow the
wagon back,” Phile put in, his expresson one of disturbance mixed with frugretion and anxiety. “I sent
people to search for them firg thing this morning, as soon as the warehouse opened. We can't afford to
have our men be seen coming and going from here a dl hours unless thereé's an emergency, and your
arrival during the wee hours was emergency enough for one day.”

“When we do manage to locate them, at least I'll be able to assst Tamrissain freaing them,” Rion put
in after swa-lowing. “I would have dearly loved being able to hdp with Valant, even though Tamrissa
hed no need of my help. You have no idea how helpless one feds ...” Rion shook his head, forcibly
dismissng the memory, then added, “And spesking of Vdlant, what became of him? He was neither in
thet desping room, nor, so far as | can seg, is he in this room. Has he gone out of wherever this place
happens to be?’

“We'rein a secret section of a warehouse,” Phile replied, then went on to describe the location of
their surroundings before adding, “And Dom Ro was taken to a dormitory room with a window. | was
told that Dama Domon men-tioned how uncomfortable he would find it to be in this area with us, so
Aldn—Dom Meerk—had him moved.”

“l would appreciate directions to where heis” Rion said with anod after another bite. “Once | finish
breskfagting, | mean to go and see how he's doing. I'm certain hell be just as eager to help free Jowvi
and Lorand as| am.”

“And I'll go withyou,” Naran said with a smile. “I need to see both of you up and about for atime
before I'll find it possible to wipe away the image of the two of you just lying there unmoving—HPlease
excuse mewhile| go for an-other cup of tea.”



Rion put a supporting hand to her arm for a moment before dlowing her to hurry away, just to help
convince her that he redly was returned to himsdf. He hadn’t fully un-derstood just how frantic she must
have been when none of them returned to the residence, but he was beginning to. Add to that the way
he' d looked when Tamrissa had freed him ... It was a wonder that his poor beloved hadn’t broken down
inhygerics ....

Naran was amiling eedly again by the time she returned with a fresh cup of tea, giving Rion a better
idea of the strength possessed by the woman he loved. He couldn’'t have been more proud of her, and he
gpent the rest of the med gazing a her in wonder. How he had been so blessed asto gain her love was a
mystery he would likdly never solve, most especialy now that he knew himsdf to be something other than
ared noble. He was no more than a sham in that respect, but with Naran beside him he would forge a
redity even stronger and more successful.

When Rion had finished, Phile offered to guide them to Vdlat rather than smply supplying
directions. Rion and Naran accepted the warmly given offer, then followed the man through the archway
on the far 9de of the dining area. The place reminded Rion of that tavern he and the other men of the
resdence had had such a marvelous time in, the tavern where he'd fird met Naran. No wonder he'd fdt
0 immediady at homein the area, or rather, not a home ...

Phile turned right up the corridor, then, after a short dis-tance, right again. This latter corridor proved
to be rather long, but a the end of it was a crossng corridor which held three doorways farly close
together. Phile stopped there and indicated the door farthest to the left.

“Dom Ro was put in there, as there were aready men in the other two dormitories” he said. “We ve
learned that those who fed discomfort in windowless places dso didike being in the midst of crowds,
and it'sin dl our best interests to have Dom Ro recover as quickly and completely as pos-sible. If you
should happen to need me, ask any of the men you see to come get me. I'll be doing my—'job’—in the
warehouse.”

He left with a parting amile, providing Rion with a reason to admire his discretion. Another man might
have hung about, having no idea that his presence might be an intru-son. It was pleasant to knock on the
indicated door with no one but Naran besde him ... just in case Vdlant wasn't as fully returned to himsdf
ashe should be ....

Rion waited, then knocked a second time, but when he dill received no answer he reached to the
doorknob and quietly opened the door. His ahility told him that someone was indeed in the room, and it
was pefectly possble that Vdlant hadn't yet awakened. If so, he and Naran would smply have to return
abit later ....

And the person in the room certainly did prove to be Vdlant. The big ex-sea captain lay on his back
on the nar-row bed closest to the large window, a window which had been swung open dmost
completely. The blank sde of a building stood no more than feet beyond the window, but a rope and
pulley arrangement at the window’s side said that reaching the street outside would be no more than
dightly difficult. Rion knew that Vdlant must appreciate the ar-rangement quite a bit, at the same time
redizing that the man was awake.

“Vdlant, are you dl right?” Rion asked with quickly growing concern when the man on the bed made
no effort to see who had come in. “It's Rion, and Naran is with me. |Is there something we can do? Can
we bring you food?’

“I've dready eaten, thank you,” Valant replied in a distant, emotionless voice, his gaze unmoving
from the opened window. “A fdlow came by earlier, right after | awoke. He said the edtin’ hdl is much
deeper indde the maze, and so he brought me a plate with everythin' available. Because he knew | would
never be able to stland gain’ to the etin’ hdl mysdf.

Rion exchanged a worried glance with Naran, but she seemed to be at as much of aloss as he. This
waan't the same Vdlant Ro they’d known, spesking to them as though they weren't redly there.
Something was serioudy wrong, and athough Rion dreaded whatever he might learn, he sill had to ask.

“Vdlant, tdl me what’s troubling you,” he urged in a gentle voice, stepping more fully into the room.
“l want to help, but it'simpossble for meto do so until | learn what | mugt hep with. Are you 4ill hed in
the grip of that hilsom powder?’



“No, that sedative wore off some time ago,” came the response, dill as distant and chilling with dl
trace of hu-meanity gone. “1 can get up and wak dl by mysdf now, but | found that there's two things |
can't do: go to the edtin’ hdl and have a med there, and touch the power. | find it amusn’ that | no
longer even know where the power is, not to speak of touchin’ it. If—people—thought | was usdess and
pitifu before, wait urtil they see me now ...”

The lifdless words trailed off, but the Slence came far too late to keep Rion from being touched by
ice. Mother had threatened him with permanent damage, but it was Vdlant who now had to face the life
of a cripple. Rion fdt like weeping for his brother’s loss, but tears had proven them-sdves usdess in
redly serious stuations, which that one certainly was. He held to Naran ingtead as she dung to him, trying
to think of what in the world it was possbleto say ....

Vdlant had to struggle awake, but once he got a grip on the condition he was able to retain that grip.
In another moment he had his eyes open, and then he discovered that the more he did, the less he had to
sruggle. Stting up led to sretching hard, and then he dimbed to his feet.

“Better,” he muttered as he looked around, running one hand through his hair. His enjoyment of the
freedom wasn't yet complete, not when his musdes fdt iff and his mind fuzzy. It would obvioudy take a
while before that drug he'd been given was completely gone from his system, but at least he could move
around on his own while he waited for it to be gone. And the firs place he meant to move to was the
door in the wal opposte the line of cots. He needed privecy fadlities rather badly, but if he'd needed
hdp to use them ...

But happily he needed no help, and when he emerged again he was able to look about a bit more
thoroughly. The big open window a one end of the rdativdly smdl room had worked to cdm his
automatic unease, but when he opened the door leading out of the room his inddes imme-diately knotted
up. The corridors beyond the door were tiny and completely enclosed, and there was no tdling where
the next window or door to the outsde might be found. Vdlant fdt a dutch of fear a the thought that he
was trapped, and only the presence of the window in the room behind him kept him from faling into
panic. Where in the name of chaos was this place, and wha was he doing here?

“Hey, good morning,” a voice said, and Vadlant turned his head to the left to see a man emerging
from the corridor a few feet away. “We thought you might be up and about by now, so | brought you
ome breskfast.”

Vdlant had dready noticed the tray by then, and the aroma of the food had begun to take its turn
knotting his somach. He stepped back at the stranger’ s approach and managed something of a amile.

“You're the best-lookin’ room mad I've seen in a long time” he commented, glancing around the
gparsdly fur-nished room again. “There s no table in here to eat at, but | don’'t mean to let that stop me.
Jugt st that tray down on one of the cots, and I'll take it from there. And by the way—thank you for
botherin’.”

“No problem,” the man returned amiably after putting down the tray. “My brother has your trouble,
and when he' s here he starts choking everywhere but in one of these dor-mitories. Waking down to the
eding areais completely beyond him, sinceit’s a bit like a maze that you walk through to get there. They
findly moved my brother to an-other fadility, and now he's a lot happier. And since | didn't know what
you would like, | brought some of everything.”

“Decent of you,” Vdlant said digtractedly, suddenly not quite as hungry as he'd been. With hdf the
nobility knowing about his problem, the matter hadn’t precisay been a secret until now. But these people
in whatever this place was ... now it seemed that dl of them knew as wdl, which some-how made the
gtuation more than mildy humiliating.

“Well, go ahead and dig in,” the man urged with a gesture of both hands. “We don't stand on
ceremony here, not when we don’t know if some emergency won't keep us from Stting down to our next
med on time. And we want you and your friends to be hedthy and strong. W€ ve needed something
everyone can rdly behind for a long time, and once we have dl five of you rescued well have tha
some-thing.”

“Youve found Jowi and Lorand?’ Vdlant asked around a mouthful of eggs, hunger findly
overcoming discomfort. “I remember now that they weren't with us”



“We may have found something that will lead us to them,” the man replied, pacing around in a tight
crde rather than Stting down. “Some of our people are looking into it now, and you can take my word
that they’ll do every-thing they can. We' ve sworn to find a way to bring the nobles down without
bloodshed, and thishas to beiit.”

“You expect to use their chedtin’ with us to force them out of power,” Vdlat stated, saring at the
men thought-fully as he chewed. “Smply provin’ they cheated won't do anythin’® but make them laugh,
not when there’'s no one around who can demand that they give up their place and make the demand
gick. If they have to, they’ll fight to keep what they have; anyone wantin' to take them down has to be
just aswillin' to fight.”

“But that’ s not true at dl,” the man protested with asmdl laugh. “The nobles may be greedy pigs, but
they aren’t stupid. Trying to fight once everyone knows the truth about you is mindless, so they’ll have to
step down. They smply won't have any other choice.”

“They'll have the choice of killin' the fird five or ten or a hundred people tadkin' agang them,”
Vdlant pointed out, knowing he probably wasted his breath. “After that the talk will stop, and everythin
will go back to the way it was. If you aren’'t willin' to fight to get and keep what's important to you, you
probably won't get it in the firgt place.”

“No, it's not going to be like that,” the man inssted stubbornly, the words dmog a litany. “Well
expose the nobles for the cheats they are, and then they’ll be forced to step down. It's barbaric to think
that people have to be fight-ing dl the time .... Look, | have work to do, so I'll come back for the tray
later. Enjoy your med.”

And with that he was gone, probably to keep from hearing Valant ruin his dream again. The world
hed need of people who were incgpable of fighting, to mantain whatever peace the fighters achieved.
That was the way progress was main-tained and improved upon, but as long as human beings were
involved, peace was an undable condition at best. There would aways be someone coming dong who
wanted to take away whatever others had managed to earn, and only being ready, willing, and adle to
fight might keep that fight from hagppening. The nobles obvioudy knew that, consd-ering the number of
guardsmen they kept around them-sdves, a shame that man would never know the same ...

Vdlant worked hisway through most of the food on the tray, usng the contents of the pitcher of tea
to wash it dl down. When he finished he fdt a good dedl better, more ready to face the world and whét it
brought. The giffnessin his body was dmost gone, and mogt of the fuzzinessin hismind. Now if he could
just figure out away to find Tamrissa and the others ...

Thought of Tamrissa made Vdlant pause, reminding him as it did of the night before. He'd been
deeply and com-pletely humiliated in front of her, and afterward he hadn’'t been able to face her. That
pity he' d been certain she fdt ... could he have been misaken and Imply imegining things? He loved her
30 much that he never wanted to be anything but perfect in her eyes ...

Standing up and waking to the window gave Vdlant a chance to think, and by the time he had a
closer view of the building which stood so near this one he dso had an answer. The questions of where
Tamrissa had spent the night, who had told these people about his problem, and where the woman he
loved might be right now—they said it dl. If her own love hadn’t turned to pity, she would have been
there when he first opened his eyes.

He took avery deep breath, redizing he couldn’t blame her. He was supposed to be the strength she
relied on to bolster her sometimes less-than-adequate sdlf-confidence, and he'd faled her. Not only
hedn't he been able to rescue her from capture, she'd had the trouble of needing to rescue hm! And
look a him right now, wanting to go searching for his friends but too afraid to leave the room. He was
patently usaless, in everything but his talent—

Another memory froze Vdlant where he stood, thistime amemory of something said last night during
the coach ride. It was Rion who'd mentioned it, tdling the others that his mother had daimed he was
permanently damaged. Tamrissa had said she’'d been told something of the same, and he himsdf had a
very vague memory of something the Razas woman might have said.

But that didn’'t necessarily mean anything, Vdlant told himsdf with a forced laugh. Tamrissa hadn’t
been hurt a dl, and Rion had ingsted he would recover to spite his mother, if for no other reason. That



should mean that he was dl right as wdl, even though he' d as yet made no effort to touch the power. All
he had to do was reach out ...

Inno time at dl the sweat began to stand out on Vdlant's brow, but that was the only evidence of his
efforts. He'd fought to open himsdf to the power, fought to touch it, but findly had to admit to himsdf
that he didn’t even know where the power was. He'd been aware of the vastness of it for his entire life,
and now dl trace of it had disappeared. Gone, leaving im damaged forever ...

Vdlant groped hisway to the nearest cot and dowly lay down on it, so deep in shock that the world
seemed miles away. And hidden behind transparent cotton, which was for his own protection. He
needed to be protected now, just as dl thoroughly useless people needed to be. He had nathing left, and
even from a distance of miles he was able to fed the edges of the excrudding pan brought by tha
knowl-edge.

He floated in nothingness for quite some time, then a sound came that was easy to ignore. A
repetition of the sound dill brought nothing in the way of reaction from him, but a time later there was a
familiar voice, and the words spoken worked their way through to him.

“Vdlant, are you dl right?’ the voice asked. “It's Rion, and Naran is with me. |s there something we
can do? Can we bring you food?’

“I've dready eaten, thank you,” Vdlant replied, feding very far away. “A fdlow came by earlier,
right after | awoke. He said the egtin’ hdl is much deeper indde the maze, and s0 he brought me a plate
with everythin’ avail-able. Because he knew | would never be able to stand goin’ to the estin’® hdl mysdf

There was slence for atime, and then the familiar voice came again.

“Vdlant, tdl me what's troubling you,” it urged. “I want to help, but it's impossible for me to do so
until | learn what | must help with. Are you ill held in the grip of that hilsom powder?’

“No, that sedative wore off sometime ago,” Vdlant re-plied, ill untouched by anything said. “I can
get up and wak dl by mysdf now, but | found that there's two things | can’'t do: go to the eatin’ hdl and
have amed there, and touch the power. | find it amusn’ that | no longer even know where the power is,
not to speak of touchin’ it. If—people—thought | was usdless and pitiful before, wait urtil they see me

After Vdlat spoke the truth there was an even heavier dlence than before, one which he
appreciated. It gave him the chance to let his own words echo ingde his head, forcing him to get used to
them. Even though he didn’t want to get used to them. They hurt so very much, but dl the wishing in the
world couldn’'t wish them into being alie. Not that it redly mattered anymore ...

“So hereyou dl are,” another familiar voice suddenly came. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.
Alan has come back with an answer, so we have to leave here as soon as possible. Don't stare at me
like that, Rion, I'm not being hystericd. Furious is what | am, that and worried sck. He told me that
Jowi and Lorand are no longer in the city. Those animds have sent them somewhere, and we have to
falow and get them back.”

And that was news so serious that it even came close to reaching Valant.

Thirteen

Kambil walked into the conference room closest to the throne room, rdieved that the Seating
ceremony was over. The others fdt just as rdieved, dthough they weren't doing much in the way of
talking. They'd agreed that morning to be as quiet and unobtrusive as possible, to lessen the chance that
someone would natice Ddin's lack of animation. It had been necessary to put Ddin back under full
control even before the ceremony ...

A servant came forward to offer iced fruit drinks to the new Seated Five, and Kambil accepted the
offer with a amile while concentrating on the sensation of the jeweled band about his brow to keep his
anger from showing. He'd been afodl to turn Ddin loose and then fall to watch the madman closdly, but
there had been so much dse to do ... W, that was an excuse, and from now on there would be no
further need for excuses.



“Digmiss the servants, please,” a deep pleasant voice came, breaking into Kambil’s thoughts. “ There
are impor-tant matters which we dl need to tak about.”

Kambil turned dowly to-inspect Lord Ephaim Noall, the most influentid Advisor on the Board now
that Zolind was gone. The black-haired man was only just past his middle years, and fully as large as
Kambil himsdf. The lack of fa showed that Noll took good care of himsdf, housng his extremdy
powerful persondity in a maching body. There were those who had been fooled by the man's soft
brown eyes into thinking him weak, but no one had ever made that same mistake twice.

“Certanly, Lord Ephaim,” Kambil agreed just as pleas-antly, gesturing the servants into leaving. “We
were hon-ored to have you and your brother Advisors attend the ceremony, and we were hoping you
would take the time to speak to us. WEl certainly need guidance during the com-ing years, and yours
will be the most vaued.”

“Nicdy sad,” Noll commented with a faint amile once the last of the servants had closed the door
behind hersdf. His four supporters, men with amost as much standing as he had, dso looked amused.
“At least you have the good sense to pretend to be norma when others are around.”

“I'm afraid | don’t undergand,” Kambil sad after an appropriate hesitation, working to look
perplexed. “Why would | have to pretend to be norma? Asfar as| know, that's what we dl are.”

“You can't possibly think I'm ignorant of what happened last night, boy,” Noll sad as he chose a
chair and settled himsdf into it. “I happen to know tha you and three mem-bers of your group made an
unannounced vist to Moord' s wing of the palace at a rather late hour, and there was a good ded of
frenzied activity before the four of you left again. Would you like to begin spesking about exactly what
happened, or would you prefer me to?’

Kambil found his own chair to st in, pausng while the others took places near him. Noll’s people
were dready seated, so Kambil was able to reply dmost immediatdly.

“l redlly don't have any idea what you're taking about,” he said mildy as he met Noll’s gaze. It
hadn’'t been difficult to tdl that the man was biuffing about knowing details, which showed that Noll
wasn't quite as formidable as his reputation suggested. Only a fool would try to bluff a High in Spirit
megic .... “If you have details to supply, by dl means go ahead and supply them.”

“So you're going to brazen it out,” Noll said while his mind sorted lightning fast through dozens of
options and plans. “1 usudly admire a man with the stones to stand his ground no matter what happens,
but there's a time for that sort of thing and a time to admit the truth. The man who learns to tdl the
difference is the man who succeedsin life. Do you deny that Lord Ossm Moord and his lady wife were
brought to the palace last night, but no one saw them leave—or has seen them snce?’

“I, persondly, never even saw them arrive” Kambil re-plied, having a better idea now of what Noll
knew. “If you were here and saw the arrivd yoursdf, | certainly won't argue with you. What | Hill don't
understand is what point you' re trying to make.”

“Accusation,” Nall corrected, dl traces of amusement gone from his thoughts. “It's an accusation that
I’'m meking, to wit, that Moord killed his parents just as he killed Efin Wel and Ollon Kapmar. You
can't deny it, o let’sjust get beyond it.”

“You want to get beyond Lord Zdlind's irrationd and unsubstantiated hatred of Ddin?’ Kambil
shrugged, keep-ing dl traces of a amile from his face. “Very wel, I'm willing to go dong with that. Let
the man’s obsession be cremated with his body, and then welll findly have an end to it. But as far as
Ddin's parents go, I'm afrad well have to ingg that the subject not be brought up. Lord Ossm did
ungpeakable things to Ddin as a child, and if anyone makes any accusations ... Well, let's just sy it's
possible to get the names of those who joined Lord Ossminhis ... pas-times.”

“I'mtold thet those particular people—if there redly were any to begin with—are dmog dl dead,”
Noll coun-tered blandly, his expresson showing nothing of the agita-tion in his mind. “Trying to thresten
mewon't get you anywhere, boy, not when you and your friends haven't been publidy Seated yet. There
are dill two days before that hap-pens, and unless we come to afirm agreement right now, it just may not
happen at al. Does that state it clearly enough to gain your full attention?’

“You may take it as afact that you ve had my full at-tention al dong,” Kambil said, pleased that they
were fi-ndly getting down to the mest of the meating. “And please bdieve that | never threaten, it's too



much of awagte of time. What sort of agreement did you have in mind?’

“The sort you and the others should aready be bound by,” Nall told him bluntly, having settled into a
more com-fortable frame of mind. “Those who are permitted to cdl themselves the Seated Five have
certain responghilities to-ward those they spring from, notably the support of their people againg rebels
and troublemakers. Should some dis-trict of the empire decide to flex independence we don't want it to
have, bringing them back into linewill fdl to you.”

“Oh, | see now,” Kambil said with an amiable amile and nod. “Anytime one of you decides to tighten
your grip around the peasants you control, you worry about whether or not it will be the find straw in
their minds. We can appreciate that, most especidly snce revolution would be bad for the empire. I'm
certain we can come to terms with those of you in such a position—once we discuss the de-tails”

“If you're referring to being paid, you'll have to make a certain accommodation,” Noll said, loosening
up even more because of the satisfaction flowing through him. “Some of us have dready paid in gold, in
advance, to Adriari and her group. Since we can't reasonably be expected to pay twice, you'll Smply
have to uphold those agreements without fur-ther compensation.”

“Further compensation?’ Kambil echoed with brows raised, not about to let the man get away with
that. “My dear Lord Ephaim, you and the others have our sincere sym-pathy, but we have nothing to do
with Adriari’s group. If gold was paid to them in advance, you should redly make an effort to retrieve it
from their estates. Was that dl you wanted to talk about?’

“No,” the man growled, satisfaction having quickly changed to anger. “Nor is that subject closed as
yet. When a man pays for something, he should be able to count on getting it no matter what happens.
Then he'sless likdy to look more dosdly into the reason why he was disaccommodated. But as | said,
weéll go into that again tomorrow. The much more pressing subject must be seen to today.”

“And that is?” Kambil prompted, suddenly a good ded less pleased himsdf. Noll had hinted thet he
suspected Kambil’s group of having had something to do with Adriari’s defest, and that was disturbing.
Those five commoners Kam-bil and his group had faced in the find competition had been in the hands of
the nobility a least for a short while before they’d been disposed of. If Noll had taken the trouble to
question one or two of them and had found out they’ d been sent the keying phrase which had freed them
from the Puredan ...

“The mogt pressing subject is your relationship with your Advisors” Nall replied, his thoughts rigidy
inflexible on the matter. “There are quite a number of our group who are ... uncomfortable with the idea
of dedling with you, pri-marily because of the presence of Moord. We both know that Zolind wasn't
imagining things about him, and none of my peers iswilling to let the man run around unchecked. There
will have to be guarantees on your part, guarantees we're able to rely on without hesitation.”

“I'mwilling to admit that Ddinisa hit ... ungable” Kambil granted cautioudy, wondering what Noll
was lead-ing up to. “For that reason I've had him put on sedatives of a sort, to keep him from becoming
overexcited. You may have noticed how quiet he's been; you have my word that hell continue to be just
asquiet”

“That’s not good enough,” Noll stated, and again that rigidity was clear in his mind. “Those who are
concerned want firmer guarantees than someone' s word, so we ve come up with a solution. Moord is to
be put on Puredan, and o is the rest of your group. In that way well be able to be certain that any
agreements we come to will be uphdd at dl times, and Moord's ... proclivities will no longer be of
concern.”

“Oh, now | see” Kambil exclamed, ddlighted to have reached the heart of the reason why the
Advisors were there. “You and your cronies are araid of us, because there haven't been true High
Seated on the Fvefold Throne in a hundred years. You've decided to use the accusations againg Ddlin
as an excuse to get us completely under your control.”

“Reasons don’t count, only results do,” Noll said bluntly, his mind grimly pleased that Kambil had
meade no effort to beat around the bush. “Either dl five of you agree to taking the Puredan to reieve our
minds, or the public Seeting cer-emony will never be held. Y our group will be declared dis-qudified, and
anew round of competitions will be held next year. The peasants will like that, snce they'll see it as
an-other chance for five of their own to win. For that reason I'll need your response immediatdy. New



competitionswill take time to arrange.”

“And you see us amply stepping aside and dlowing your plans to continue unopposed?’ Kambil
inquired, redly cu-rious about the point. “What do you imeagine you might do if we refuse?’

“Imaginaion has very little to do with it,” Nall re-sponded dryly, a certain nervousness under tight
control. “We have the doses of Puredan with us, which you'll take before any of us leaves this room. If
you refuse, or if we don't live to leave this room, your own lives won't stretch much beyond ours. You'll
be killed one at atime, from a distance, without magic being anywhere involved. That's dl I'm prepared
to say until we' ve reached agreement.”

“Oh, | think you'll say more then that,” Kambil dis-agreed pleasantly before reaching out to his
Blendingmates with his mind. The Blending formed ingtantly, of course, and a heartbeat later the entity
hed control of the minds of dl five of the Advisors. One of them actualy managed to begin struggling, but
his srong Middle tdent was no match for true strength. The adjustments previoudy decided on were
made by the entity, and then it was Kambil back donein hismind again.

“Now tdl me what arrangements you' ve made,” Kambil said to Nall, who hadn’t been able to resst
the entity at dl. “And don't be shy about going into details.”

“Of course” Nall replied without hesitation. “ There are expert bowmen stationed in hidden places
around this area. Unless they receive orders to the contrary from the five of us, they’ll pincushion your
group a the firg oppor-tunity.”

“Bowmen,” Kamhbil mused, once again finding himsdf surprised. “That's the weapon developed by
those savages our people discovered about fifty years ago, ign't it? The ones on that very large idand
who had degenerated into a society of untrained Lows and talentless cripples?’

“The weapon itsdf is caled a bow, the people usng it, bowmen,” Noll corrected camly. “Asde from
that, your observations were right. We don't need to cdl on the bow-men often, but when we do they’re
extremdy efficent.”

“So | would imagine” Kamhil agreed musngly. “ Strik-ing enemies down without giving them the
leest prior warn-ing. I'll certainly have to keep the matter in mind, but at the moment we have other things
to discuss. Right now you and your friends are completely under our control, but | sense that that won't
hold true for very long. In two or three days you'll be able to throw off the effects especidly if
some-thing prevents you from returning here to have the control strengthened again. Tdl me what you
would do if you sud-denly returned to yoursdlf.”

“I would immediaidy arrange for your assassination,” Noll replied promptly—and predictably. “Y our
Fivewill ether be under our complete contral, or it will be dead. None of us iswilling to take the chance
of having it any other way.”

“And we can't pretend to have taken the Puredan,” Kam-bil said with a nod of understanding. “Most
of your fdlow cowards will inggt on teging the matter, mog likdy in the most outrageous manner
possible. Taking over fiveminds at atime isn't difficult, but handing dl of you at the same time ... No the
risk Imply isn't worth it. If we should hap-pen to lose control at the wrong time, the results could be
disastrous. We Il Imply have to go with my aternative plan.”

“You intend to give us the Puredan,” Noll said, the words in no manner a question. “We considered
that pos-shility alikey one”

“And s0 took precautions agang it?” Kambil said, his brows high again. “What precautions are
possible againg Puredan?”’

“None” Noll said, his mind dill open and totdly ame-nable. “The precautions are againg the
possibility of our being drugged, which will be investigated as soon as we leave this room. Puredan
remans in a man's blood for some time, and strong Middle practitioners of Earth magic are waiting to
seeif they find those traces in us. If they do, your assassnation will be arranged no matter what we say
agand it”

“Your preparations were thorough,” Kambil remarked, gazing a the man. “And | mysdf walked in
here thinking | might find you of use in some way. It saddens me to say now that that seems impossble;
you're much too ... inverttive for my liking. Give me a moment to think.”

Everyone in the room sat agreeably slent, giving Kambil the opportunity to consider his options.



Usng Noll and his cronies as puppets mug be forgotten about, therefore they couldn’t be alowed to
continue living. Ther demise would be arranged essly enough, but there was dill the matter of getting
them safely out of the palace ... safdy where Kam-bil and his group were concerned, thet is ...

“I think | may haveit,” Kambil announced after afew moments. “Tdl mewhat chance of success the
plan has, and make any suggestions to improve it which might come to you. In a short while the five of
you will leave here, Sgnding your assassins with bows to stand down. The rea-son for that, you'll inform
your associates, is that we've dl taken the Puredan as demanded. But you won't be com-pletely
sidfied.”

“Why not?’ Noll asked, his mind poised to consider the question once dl of it had been presented.
“If you' ve taken the Puredan, we should be ddighted.”

“Not if we've only let you order us to never even con-sider tumning on the Advisors” Kambil
responded with a smile. “The order will assure the safety of dl of you, but it doesn’t give you the control
you want. You'll tdl them that you agreed to the compromise, but only for now. In a little while you'll
come back with second doses to give us—even if you have to force them on us—and we won't be adle
to refuse because we' re bound not to harm any of you. Does that seem reasonable?’

“Very much s0,” Noll replied with adow nod. “It's my usud habit to get a light, priminary hold on
someone, which makes taking them over completely later no more than child's play. Allowing you to limit
my demands now gives me more control later, so | would certainly go dong with the compromise.”

“Excdlent,” Kamhbil said with full satisfaction, rdaxing back in his chair. “It's amazing how cdosdy
that paralels my own working methods. You and the others will hand over the doses of Puredan before
you leave, as I’ ve decided to seeif | can make use of them. But before we get to that, | have additiond
orders for you and your friends here.”

“Certanly,” Noll agreed & once—as though he'd be per-mitted to do anything else. “What orders
do you have?’

“Y ou five men have sadly reached the end of your lives, but most of you needn’t worry about having
to face vio-lence. Only one of you will be attacked and killed, possbly by an irae and irrationd
commoner tenant. Y ou' d know best which of you that would be most likdy to happen to, so | leave it to
your discretion to choose the proper mem-ber.”

They nodded thoughtfully, making Kambil wish he might laugh uproarioudy. He could have been
discussing which of them would be throwing the next party, and who it would be best, pdliticaly
gpeeking, to invite.

“Ancther of you, aso to be designated by your group, will diein his deep of naturd causes,” Kambil
continued. “That one will cause his own heart to stop at the stroke of midnight, a fest most of us are
capable of. We only have to bdieve it's possible in order to do it.”

“Usang Earth magic is easier and more effective” Noll disagreed in afantly reproving tone. “Allow us
to see to the detalls, if you please.”

“Asyou wish,” Kamhil agreed, suddenly very sorry that these men would not be avallable to help run
the Empire. Their expertise and efficdency would be sorely missed .... “The other three of you will
suddenly decide to take brief vacations, and will therefore leave Gan Garee a once. Two of you will go
this afternoon, and the third will leave tonight. Before you go, make certain you assure everyone that
you'll return for the public ceremony.”

“But we won't be back for it,” Noll said after nodding. “What will happen to us instead?”’

“One of you will find a commoner girl to rape, fird mak-ing sure that her father or husband is nearby
and is the sort to kill any man caught doing something like that,” Kambil responded. “Agan you must
choose the one whom others will be most likdly to believe it of. The fourth will go boat-ing somewhere
bright and early tomorrow morning, and will make sure thet the vessd islogt with dl hands aboard.”

“And the last?’ Noll asked, looking as though he were taking menta notes. “What's to befdl the last
of us?’

“The ladt is to go off with his favorite mistress for two days of ddliance, and is never to be seen
agan.” Kambil’s amile was filled with satisfaction, as the plans he'd come up with were redly much too
good to waste by not implementing them. “His misress is to disappear with him, of course, gving



people the impression that they ran off some-where together and will eventudly return. Instead they’re to
be dead, in a place and in away that won't be quickly, if ever, discovered.”

“WEIl seetoit,” Noll said, brisk now that dl ingruc-tions had been given. “If there's nothing else,
well give you the vids of Puredan now.”

“Don't forget about cdling off those assassing” Homin put in, the only words he—or the
others—had spoken. “We have too many plans for our future to want them cut short—the plans or the
future”

“Were not permitted to forget,” Noll informed him haughtily as he and his associates stood.
“Possibly the point dipped your mind ... WE Il be going now, boy, and I'll expect you to be a bit more
reasonable the next time we mest.”

“You may count on that, Lord Epham,” Kamhil said, accepting the vids that the five men had no
idea they were handing over. “And thank you again for coming to the cer-emony.”

Noll grunted as he headed for the door, which one of the others opened for him. The five Advisors
left looking only somewhat appeased, and once the door was closed again behind them, Kambil sghed.

“Wel, that's over with,” he said, looking at his three groupmeates. “Let’s have one more leisurdy cup
of fruit juice to give them and the others time to leave, and then we can go back to our gpartments.”

“| think we ought to make an effort to find out who Noll’s spy is” Bron put in, rigng to go to the
pitcher of iced fruit juice. “He won't be uang the oy again, but some-one ese might.”

“l agree” Sdendi said, holding her cup out so that Bron might refill it. “Converting the spy to
someone Who reports to us can save us some trouble later, but first we have that other chore to see to.
Do we redly have to do it ourselves? Having a few of the servants do it would make my somach a good
ded happier.”

“Mine as wdl, but we can't take the chance,” Kambil denied with another sgh. “If someone comes
across us while we're deding with it, we can handle the matter so thereé's no problem. Controlled
servants won't have the same option, so we smply can’t use them.”

Homin grimaced at that and Bron shook his head, but neither of them made any more effort to argue
then Sdendi did. They knew Kambil was right, and that he redlly wished the maiter might be otherwise.
That ridiculous, mindless fool of a madman Ddin ...

Kambil logt dl stisfaction as he remembered again what he and the others had found last night when
they’d burst into Ddlin’s private quarters. Kamhbil had known that some-thing was going on, but the glee
inDdin's mind hadn’t redly prepared him. He' d had his parents brought to him, both of them bound and
gagged, and he' d been directing the efforts of two members of his private guard—

The picture evoked tried to turn Kambil’s sscomach, com-ing as it did from a time when the dow
mutilation and torture had been going on for a while Nether of Ddin's parents had been dead, but
hedling them as far as possible and then turning them loose had been out of the question. They’d never be
functioning human beings again, so they had to be disposed of. And Kambil had had to make Ddin use
hisabilities to be certain they didn’t die yet, when he and the others couldn’t conveniently dispose of the
bodies. The amdl would have attracted unwanted attention no mat-ter where they were hidden ....

So late this afternoon they would dl take a ride in a pair of carriages, with one of Ddin’'s victims
hidden in each carriage. Kambil hadn’t been able to destroy their minds, not with ther bodies in such
terrible, fragile shape ... he would have to ride with and near them, feding their agony and terror and
insanity—

Kambil abruptly got to his feet, needing to pace a bit to fight down his risng gorge. If he didn’'t need
Ddin for the Blending ... Wdl, the next time the madman needed to per-form as though he were
uncontrolled, it would be dlowed only with his body and mind fully in the grip of Puredan.

There would never be another incident like thefirg ...

And now it would be necessary to find out who besides Noll had been told about Ddin's parents
coming to the pal-ace ...



Fourteen

“What do you mean, Jowi and Lorand have been sent out of the city?” Rion demanded of me, his
expression terrible. “Where have they been sent, and how can we possibly fol-low to find them?’

“Alan’s people found out that they've been sent from the city in some sort of convoy,” | replied,
trying not to show how redly agitated | fdt. “ Arrangements are being made to get a coach for us ... Can
wedl gt down some-where to tak about this? Alsn woke me with the news, and after splashing some
water inmy face | came looking for the rest of you. Right now | could redly use a cup of tea.”

“WeIl go back to the egting area,” Rion said, as though making up his mind about something. “The
rest of us have dready eaten, and Vdlant said he needs a bit more rest. Once | have the entire story, I'll
come back here and passit on.”

“All right,” | agreed after dmost no hesitation. Valant had begun to St up at hearing about what had
happened to our groupmeates, but then he'd stretched out again and closed his eyes. Without a sngle
word of gregting for me, even a neutra one. I'd expected him to at least offer some of the tea in the
pitcher sanding on atray Ieft on one of the beds near the door ...

Rion seemed to be in something of a hurry to get back to the edting area, and | can't say | redly
minded. Naran was very quiet, which probably meant she' d noticed the way Vdlant had been behaving.
| was't certain that Rion had, athough something seemed to be disturbing him badly ...

When we reached the eating area, Rion inggted that | take more than just tea | redly had very litile
appetite, but with the possbility of my taent being needed later, | agreed with-out argument. Rion and
Naran sat quietly while | finished what was on my plate, so | took a swalow of tea and then began to tdl
them what | knew they were waiting to hear.

“Alsn’s men hadn’t followed the man who brought Valant to Eltrina Razas's house, at least not at
firg,” | said after describing what Alsn and | had discussed after we'd gotten to that warehouse. “Early
this morning the man and his wagon came back, though, and the watchers were there and waiting. They
sad that Eltrinadidn’t come to the door, and her servant refused even to let the man into her house. The
men shouted and screamed something about not being about to take the blame for not producing the
‘segment’ for trangportation that morning, then he stormed off.”

“What did he mean by ‘ssgment’?” Naran asked with a frown. “I’ve never heard the word applied to
people.”

“Nether has any of the rest of us” | assured her. “The watchers followed the irate man, probably
hoping they’ d be able to find out, and learned something else insteed: where Valant was supposed to be
taken. There was a large gath-ering of wagons and riders just outsde the western approach to the city,
and the irate man—now more frightened than irate—left his wagon and approached someone who
seemed to be of the nobility aswel asin charge. The resulting scene apparently wasn't very pretty.”

“With the man needing to report Vdlant’s disappear-ance?” Rion said with a fant amile “1 would
imagine not. | hope he put the blame where it belonged.”

“The watchers said he tried to, but the other noble ap-parently lacked our bias againg Eltring,” 1
replied with my own faint amile. “He said the man and Eltrina were equdly responsible, he for having
given her the *segment,” she for refusing to give the ‘segment’ back.”

“Givehim back?’ Naran interrupted to echo. “Didn’t the man admit that Valant was gone?’

“The watchers decided that he actudly might not have known,” | said, having asked the same
question. “They couldn’t hear everything Eltrinal s servant said, but it's per-fectly possible the man wasn't
told about Vdlant's being gone. At any rate, the noble decided not to waste everyon€e's time by pursuing
the matter immediately, and ordered the man to have his other three segments transferred to the wagon
they were assgned to so the convoy might leave on time”

“Other three segments?’ Rion and Naran sad nearly to-gether, causng them to amile with brief
amusement at each other. “Does that mean three other men?’ Rion asked by himsdif.

“It meant two men and awoman,” | answered after tak-ing another Sp of tea. “The watchers were at
leedt as dis-turbed about that as we are, so when the unmoving bodies were taken out of the wagon and



the man |eft, one of the watchers followed him. The other stayed to watch the wagon convoy, which left a
short while later heading west. He dso reported that the riders seemed to be mosily guardsmen.”

“There to guard ... how many unconscious bodies?” Rion asked, obvioudy a rhetorica question.
“How many wagons were in the convoy?’

“The watcher reported seaing ten, dl of them larger than the one driven by the man they’d followed,”
| said. “He followed the convoy until he was certain about which road they were taking, then he returned
here”

“l hope the other found out more than that,” Naran said, disturbance clear in her eyes. “So far it
sounds like no more than guesswork about Jovvi and Lorand being with that convoy.”

“Happily, the other watcher did do better,” | agreed with a nod. “He followed the man in the wagon
to asmdl con-stabulary post, the sort of place manned by only one or two workers. They're used for the
temporary housing of pris-oners arrested by guardsmen, in areas where the main lockup is too far away
for the prisoners to be taken there eadily. Aldn sad he began to curse horribly when he heard that,
because constabulary posts were just about the only places he and his friends hadn’t thought to look.”

“l don't blame him for being upset,” Naran said with her brows high. “How could anyone expect
them to use those posts to hide drugged captives? You expect a prison to have bars, so how are you
supposed to know that the bars are officid—so to speak.”

“l guessyou can't know,” | said, not quite sure | un-derstood what she'd said but having no time to
question her about it. “When Alsn’'s second watcher reported back to him, Alsn took some men and
went to pay a cdl on the wagon driver. He was done when they entered the post, and the fact that
they’d put on masks frightened him badly. He tried to use Water magic on them, but one of AlSn’'s men
was stronger and so was able to stop him. Then hetried to frighten them in turn by tdling them he was a
member of the nobility.”

“Even if he were tdling the truth, it's highly unlikdy that he has much standing, ether paliticaly or
sodidly,” Rion commented. “One of my mother’s peers, for instance, would sooner die a bloody and
panful death than be caught driving a wagon. And as for having a job somewhere rather than a career or
busness interests, evenif itisn't redly ajob ...” He shook his head. “No, he can’t be of much importance
adl”

“Aldgn thought he was very important, Snce the man had certain informetion that we wanted,” |
replied with a type of amile | knew wasn't particularly nice. “He made the fool understand that he would
diein quite alot of pain if he didn't answer the questions put to him, then he lisened to those answers
with his Middle strength in Earth magic. Only someone with a stronger talent could have lied to Alsn and
gotten away with it, and the men didn’t qudify.

“But what he did do was assure Alan that Jowi and Lorand have to be in that convoy. All drugged
Highs are sent out of the dty in the same way, and the previous con-voy |€ft three days earlier. He knew
in particular that our people are with this convoy, because the noble in charge had complained about
having three members of the strongest chdlenging Blending so close to each other for so long. If
something went wrong and they came back to themsalves, they could end up being more trouble then dl
the rest com-bined.”

“l don't like that phrase, ‘for so long,” * Rion said with a frown. “It suggests that they’ll be separated
once they reach wherever they're going, which won't be of hep to us. And while we're discussng it,
what istheir destination?’

“The man didn’t know, which supports your theory that he isn't a very important noble” | said. “He
usudly has someone with him who feeds and cares for the captives, but picking them up in the firg place
and then trangporting them to the convoy is much too important a task to trus to an
underling—according to him, a any rate. Persondly, I'd say they wanted to limit the knowledge of
commoners, so they limited the participation of those who aren’t their own.”

“And now we're going after the convoy,” Naran said, actudly looking eager a the idea of leaving our
safe hiding place. “How soon will we get started? And while we' re waiting, is there any chance we can
have the use of a bath house?’

“| asked those very same questions,” | replied, more then aware of how ... wel used my clothes and



body fdt. “Al-gn said he' d be back with the coach as quickly as possible, probably within the hour, and
this warehouse has no actud bath-house fadiliies We'd have to go esewhere, and tha would be
dangerous as wdl as time-consuming. WE ll just have to wait until we reach aninn dong the way.”

“I'min need of a bath as wdl, but our clear priority is following those who hold Lorand and Jowvi
captive,” Rion said, looking more determined and ... dangerous than 1’d ever before seen him. “If we dl
consder the problem, we should find it possible to free them before the convoy reaches its destination
and our people are separated. Right now, however, there' s something you must know about an-other of
Us”

“Ancther of us?’ | echoed, wondering what he could be taking about. “I don’'t understand. Who—"

“Yes, | mean Vdlant,” he confirmed when he saw my sudden grasp of what he'd said. “I told you he
dill seemed to be tired, but that wasn't the truth. He told Naran and me that—that he was no longer able
to touch the power. | believe he's 4ill in shock over the discovery, and may wel decide agangt
accompanying us. We musin't dlow that.”

If he thought Valant was in shock, he should have fdt my mind. | sat Saring a my teacup, not quite
able to reemember its purpose, mentdly groping for something solid to anchor mysdf to. Those people
hed been right after dl, and Vdlant’s adility to Blend with us was gone forever?

“If you'd heard him, your heart would have shattered the way mine did,” Naran added in a rough
whigper, holding to Rion’s arm and obvioudy trying not to cry. “He said thet if certain people consdered
hm pitiful and usdess before, now they certainly would. Who do you think he was talking about?’

| shook my head, having no idea whom he could have meant. It was ridiculous to think that there
could be some-one around so blind that they would believe those things about Vdlant, but that had
nothing to do with my position. Yesterday Valant had dearly and definitdly ended things between us,
now that he was dmogt a different man, would he change his mind? And remembering how his pushing
me away had hurt, did | redly want him to change his mind?

But those questions were persond, and there was another much more important one: would Rion and
| be able to free the others dl by ourseves? We cartainly had to, but ... could we?

Fifteen

“Tamrissa, can you suggest the proper way to ded with Vdlant now?’ Rion asked as gently as
possible, seeing how horribly upset the girl 1ooked. “If we commiserate, is that likdy to make things
better or worse? As Naran pointed out, our groupmate now feds pitifu and usdess. If we offer
sympathy, isn't that apt to make him fed even worse?’

“l redly don't know,” Tamrissa responded, sounding be-wildered and dmogs as devastated as
Vdlant had. “I, per-sonaly, would probably hate having everyone around me oozing sympathy, but—I
just don’'t know.”

“I'm indined to agree with Tamrissa” Naran said, ob-vioudy deliberady ignoring the other girl’s
shocked con-fuson. “If | were in Vdlant's place I'd hate sympathy as wdl, especidly snce we don't
know if histalent redly is gone for good. Lorand isn't atrained physician, but I'll wa-ger thet if he works
on Vdlant, whatever iswrong will probably stop being wrong.”

“Why, Naran, you're absolutdly right,” Tamrissa said, suddenly pulling away from the numbness
which had held her. “Lorand is the best, so we've got to get im to Vdlant as quickly as possble. As
soon as Alan returns with a coach, we ll have to catch up to that convoy as fast as we can.”

“And do what to stop them?’ Rion asked, hating to de-flate her enthusiasm but redizing that it was
necessary. “The answer to that question has to be carefully considered, as you and | will find it extremely
difficult to handle the guardsmen you mentioned as wdl as the wagon drivers. Unless we kill them dll,
which we could probably accom-plish. Was that what you intended for usto do?’

“l—no,” Tamrissa said with a vidlent headshake &fter a very brief hestation. “Possibly if there was
no other way, but not without trying other things first. Most of those guardsmen probably have no idea
what they’ re guarding, so killing them would be—wrong. And what about the rest of the poor vicimsin
that convoy? Can we free Lorand and Jowvi, and Smply leave the rest to thar fate?’



“l hadn't even consdered the point,” Rion admitted ruefully. “Once put into words, however,
there's no denying that we Smply can't turn our backs on our own. But where did so many other High
taents come from? We were told, were we not, that dl testing and qudifying was done for the year?”’

“Aldn asked the same quedtion,” Tamrissa said after tak-ing a deep breath and a sp of her tea
“Apparently dl qud-ifying was done for the year, but testing is another matter entirely. There's a constant
sream of potentia Highs com-ing to Gan Garee, and a this time of year they're given a much less ...
gressful test than we were. If they fall, they’re turned out and sent home as the Middles they are. But if
they pass, they’re drugged and put into a convoy and taken—somewhere.”

“To keep the ity as free of High tdents as possble,” Rion said with a nod. “If one attempts to think
as our enemies might, it makes condderable sense. After dl, what benefit would there be in having
people waking about who have stronger talent then the current Seated Blending?’

“But not stronger than the new Seated Blending,” Tam-rissa pointed out with a thoughtful look.
“When we faced them, there was no doubt that they were High taents even though they weren't as
grong as our own Blending. Lanir and his friends weren't hgppy about having to ded with them, so |
wonder what made the nohility change tactics and let them win ingtead of the Middles they’d been usng
until now?’

“I'd say we were what made them change tactics” Rion reminded her. “That firg Blending we faced,
the one which died because it was composed of no more than Middles—that was undoubtedly the
Blending they meant to have Seated, and were forced to support the others smply be-cause they were
the only noble Blending remaining.”

“Which means we were right to believe that that group was usng us for ther own ends,” Tamrissa
sad in agree-ment. “We diminated their most important rivals oursalves, and most of the rest of our
common Blendings took care of the others. | wonder how long they'll be dlowed to run around
uncontrolled?’

“Thet dl depends on how frightened the others are of them—and how well they’ve planned for the
time after the competition.” Rion shook his head, haing the feding of ambivaence now touching him.
“It' sdifficult to decide which group to pin my hopes of victory to: the group which used and betrayed us,
or the people who betray everyone as a matter of course, but are now being forced to support thet first
group.”

“I know exactly how you fed,” Tamrissa agreed with a smile which Naran echoed. “I can't—Wait,
there sAlan”

Rion turned to look toward the doorway behind him, and saw alarge, rugged-appearing man sriding
toward them. An ar of competence and authority surrounded him, and when he reached their table he
nodded to them.

“We'redl sat,” he announced without preamble. “The coach isin an dley two streets from here, and
there’ s a wagon unloading downgtairs right now that will take you to the coach without your being seen.
Thedley isactudly aminor through street, so well be able to set off without the notice that backing out
and turning around might bring. Are your belongings ready to be loaded?’

“Asfar as| know, none of us has unpacked anything,” Tamrissa replied, looking to Naran and Rion
himsdf for confirmation. “Thear nods tdl me I'm right, so that won't be a problem. What is, though, is
Vdlant. How is he sup-posed to wak through these corridors to reach the wagon downgtairs? And even
if he does, what about whatever you plan to do to disguise our presence in that wagon? Will he be able
to stand it?’

“Snce you'll be completely covered up, probably not,” the man Aldn replied, now looking
thoughtful. “Y our friend will probably be best off going out through that win-dow in his dormitory, usng
the pulley rope to reach the ground. Do you think he's up to it?’

“I'm sure he is” Rion put in & once when Tamrissa hesitated. “What's more, 1've decided to join
hmin that. The ladies and our baggage can be taken out in the wagon, but Vdlant and | will walk.”

“I'll send someone to steady the rope for you, and then hell guide you to the coach,” Alsn agreed
with a nod, eyeing Rion's clathing. “That outfit is plain enough so that no one ought to naotice it, but if |
recal correctly your friend is wearing the same white shirt and gray trousers. One of you ought to change



the shirt at the very leadt, to keep you two from looking as though you're in uniform. If you agree | can
upply a shirt from my own possessions, which I’'m now on the way to pack.”

“Does that mean you' re going with us?’ Tamrissa asked, looking surprised. “What about your family
and your work herein the city?’

“My red work here in the dty conssts of trying to find a way to loosen the grip the nobles have
around our throats,” the man answered candidly. “Since the best way to accomplish that is to help your
group, | certainly am going with you. And as far as a family goes, | don't have one. Would you like to
come with me now, Dom Mardimil?’

“Certanly,” Rion answered, rigng to his feet after giving Naran's hand a parting kiss. “Vdlant and |
will see you ladiesin jus alittle while”

Both Tamrissa and Naran nodded, so Rion followed Alsn out of the egting area. The direction they
took was the one in which Valant's room lay, but Rion’s guide stopped at a door only hdf a corridor
away from the edting area. Leading the way ingde, Alan went directly to a smdl, plan ward-robe and
opened it, reached to the bottom of it, then turned with what he held.

“Try this on,” he suggested, handing over the siver-blue shirt he'd chosen. “I’ve never quite found
the occasion to wesr it, so it can't be considered used. It should distract any observer from noticing that
you and Dom Ro are wearing the same sort of trousers.”

“Are there likdy to be alarge number of people riding or waking about looking for us?” Rion asked
as he began to remove his own shirt. “Tamrissaand | each made an effort to discourage my mother from
sending anyone in pur-suit of me, but I’'m not certain how successful we were. The noble who held
Tamrissa should certainly have been found by now, and we were told that Valant's absence has dready
been noted. How much of a pursit does that make?’

“Less than you gpparently think,” Alsn replied as he busied himsdf with putting dothing and toilet
atides in a large leather bag. “We've had observers a your mother’s house and a Lord Lanir's,
specificaly to let us know when to expect the pursuit you mentioned, but so far there haan't been any. As
of an hour ago no one has |eft ether place, nor have guardsmen been cdled there”

“But that does't hold truein Valant's case,” Rion said as he settled the new shirt on his frame. It fit
much better than he'd been expecting it to, and the fabric was finer than the plain cotton he'd been
wearing.

“Actudly, there hasn't even been aflurry of activity con-nected with Dom Ro,” Aldn replied, turmning
to look a Rion now that his packing was apparently done. “The man | questioned was convinced that
Lady Eltrina had amply de-cided not to relesse Dom Ro, and that was what he'd re-ported to his
superior. The superior decided to handle Lady Eltrina himsdf, so the man | questioned had dismissed the
entire matter. And as far as that men himsdf is concerned ... once he waks back to the cty from where
my men are now taking him, he may decide not to report the incident to save himsdf embarrassment.”

“You should be warned that anger and vindictiveness may wel overcome possible fedings of
embarrassment,” Rion said after tucking the shirt into his trousers. “All mem-bers of the nobility are
condantly encouraged to report even the dightest indication of disrespect on the part of com-moners,
and being kidnapped after being threastened and questioned is a good dedl more serious. But hopefully
well be gone from the city by the time he returns and makes his report. And thank you for this shirt. |
appreciate your parting with something thisfine”

“Clothing is meant to be worn, not to lie about gathering dudt,” Aldn returned with a deprecating
gesture. “I'll take the shirt you removed dong with my own things, and return it to you once we' re out of
the city. If you know your way back to Dom Ro's dormitory, I'll go and find someone to hold the pulley
rope and guide the two of you to the coach.”

Rion assured him that he did indeed know the way to Valant, so they left the room together and
parted company. Alsin returned the way they’d come while Rion continued aong the corridor, and a few
moments later he reached the proper door. A knock brought no response, so Rion opened the door and
went in.

“Well be leaving herein a short while” Rion said to a Vdlant who il lay on the cot by the window,
pretending there was nothing wrong with the man. “Jowvi and Lorand are indeed being taken somewhere



away from this city, and we're prepared to follow and free them.”

“How will we do that?’ Vdlant asked dowly and with difficulty, obvioudy fighting to pull himsdf out
of the depths. “And why would you need me dong? | can’'t even face the idea of leavin' this window,
never mind wakin' that corridor outside or doin’ somethin’ to help. I’'m the one who needs help, but I'm
not likely to get it.”

“We won't be leaving this place by the corridor, but by that window you've become so attached to,”
Rion re-sponded lightly, ignoring the rest of what had been said. “WE I dide down that rope, which, I'm
told, is as easy as fdling off a log. That andogy may prove to be a shade too accurate, but escaped
criminds such as we are should be fearless. Smply because I’ ve never done anything remotely like this
before is no reason to picture mysdf broken and bloody on the ground below.”

“It redly ign't as hard asit sounds,” Valant offered, findly sruggling to a Stting postion as he stared
a Rion. “But you don't have to do this, you know. You have no reason to use a window instead of
leavin' the way you came.”

“But of course | have a reason,” Rion disagreed, walking to the window to wetch for the one who
would come to assst them. “My good friend has an adventure before him, and | wish to share that
adventure. Never having been a-lowed such a thing before makes the undertaking even more specid,
and | eagerly look forward to it.”

Vdlant made no reply to that, but peripherdly Rion was able to see a peculiar expression fleet across
the man's face. Then Vdlant had forced himsdf to his feet, to shake his head hard before running his
hands through his hair.

“l could use some bathin',” he muttered as he rubbed his face. “Not to mention a shave. Just how
soon are we leavin', and where are we goin' 7’

“WEe're leaving as soon as someone arrives to hold the rope for us, and we' re going to the coach
which iswaiting to take us west, after the convoy carrying Jowi and Lorand. On the way, you might like
to join usin trying to think of a way to rescue our groupmates without needing to kill every guardsman
and driver and noble in the convoy. So far Tamrissaand | haven't been able to formulate such aplan.”

“If Jowi and Lorand were with us, we could put them dl to deep,” Vdlant said, moving heavily to
join Rion at the window. “Or a least the rest of you could do that ... Does Tamrissa know what's
happened to me?’

“l broke it to her as gently as possible, but she was dill shocked,” Rion responded, turning his head
to sudy Vdlant. “Naran recdled your comment about being pitiful and helpless, but none of us was able
to imagine who would regard you in such a way. | think that if Tamrissa hadn’t been so shaken, she
would have been furious a the idea of someone discounting you so eeslly.”

“Redly?” Vdlant asked, blinking in obvious confuson. “She would have been furious? But
that—that's not pos-sible. | didn't get to rescue her, she had to rescue me. How could a woman fed
anythin’ but contempt for a man who has to be rescued?”’

“Are you saying that both Naran and Tamrissa fed con-tempt for me as wel?’ Rion countered,
refusng to look away from his brother’s misery. “If so, I'm forced to dis-agree with you most srongly,
asit's pefectly clear that they fed no such thing. All living beings need assistance & one time or another,
and who better to give it than those who love you? And why would it be acceptable for you to do the
rescuing, while Tamrissa s doing it is unacceptable?’

“You ... weren't raised like most men are” Vdlant groped, his confuson clearly having increased.
“It's somethin’ the rest of us were taught, that the man has to be the drong one ... But if she doesn't
despise me, why was't she here when | woke up? I'll bet Naran spent the night next to you.”

“Yes, shedid,” Rion agreed a once. “But perhaps that was because | made no effort to cut her dead
when | was helped into the coach. As | was there at the time, | can assure you that the same cannot be
sad for your behavior with Tamrissa”

“l ... was fedin’ raw and humiliated,” Vdlant said, rub-bing his face with one hand again as he
avoided Rion's gaze. “You have no idea what was bein’ done to me when Tam-rissa walked into the
room ... Was | redly that hard on her?’

“l had the impresson that you blamed her for having freed you,” Rion told him frankly. “If she



received the same impression, isit any wonder that she spent the night €l sewhere than beside you?’

“No, no it isn't,” Vdlant admitted, now sounding and looking totaly defeated. “As usud, dl the
trouble is my fault—but maybe this time it's for the best. The last thing she needs is a cripple who was
once awhole man.”

“Why don't you let her decide what she does and doesn’'t need?’ Rion returned, definitdly becoming
annoyed. “Mak-ing the decison for her is downright insulting, a foolish thing to do in any event. Doing it
to someone with her strength and ability in Fire magic ...”

Rion let the rest of the thought go unspoken, but Valant clearly picked up on it anyway. The man's
head came up as he remembered Tamrissa's temper, dong with the fact that he was unable to protect
himsdf with Water magic.

“And we ve decided that Lorand can probably do some-thing to cure your problem,” Rion added
casudly, to give Vdlant another point to occupy his thoughts. “If we ever manage to free him, thet is ...”

This second point struck home even more strongly, Rion was pleased to see. It should gdvanize
Vdlant into meking the effort to free himsdf from depression, and possibly even to repair his error with
Tamrissa. And dthough Rion hadn’t mentioned it, there would be no trouble at dl with going down the
rope. His Air magic would see to that, both for hm as wel as for Vdlant. Aslong as no one saw them
waking to the coach, their departure would be easy and uneventful.

But what in blazes were they going to do to free Jowi and Lorand—not to mention the rest of the
captives? And once freed, what in the world would they do withthemdl ... ?

Sixteen

Htrina Razas was more than amply annoyed. She paced back and forth in her husband's study,
trying to figure out a way to report the outrage which had been committed with-out getting hersdlf into hot
water. Her gppropriation of that Ro commoner hadn’t precisely been proper, even though a man would
have gotten away with it without the least effort. It Imply wasn't fair, epecidly since she'd spent hours
thinking and hadn’'t had asngleidea ...

Suddenly there was a knock at the door, even though she'd specificaly left orders not to be
disturbed. Her firg urge was to ignore the knock, but she was far too angry for that. She needed to
blister someone' s hide, and whichever servant had dared to disobey her would do nicdy for the purpose.
S0 she strode to the door and yanked it open, and—

“Your pardon, Lady Eltring but this gentleman indsted that you be disturbed despite your
indructions,” the servant said with visble disapproval. “Shdl | summon others of the saff and have him
put out forcibly?’

“Ah ... no, Jomdn, it sdl right, I'll see him,” Eltrina managed to say after a moment. The cdler was
Lord Rimen Howser, a man who was soon to be made aHigh Lord. Everyone who was anyone at lesst
knew of the man, only a certain lucky few actudly knowing him personaly. Once the shock had passed
Hltrina could think of at least a dozen ways in which the man might be used to her benfit, so she wasn't
about to let the opportunity dip out of her hands.

“Do comein, Lord Rimen,” she purred, giving him her mogt attractive amile “May | have the servant
bring you something? Would you care to say to lunch?’

“It's business which brings me here, Lady Eltrina” the man replied coally as he entered the room and
waved a hand. “Digmiss the servant, please, so that we can get draght to it.”

Hltrina dismissad the servant with a nod, then turned to study Lord Rimen. The man was tdl and
dender and de-gant, dways dressed in the finest dothing, his dark hair curled in what was fast becoming
the newest popular style. Aristocratic was the best descriptive word for him, espe-cidly when he waked
to the middle of the room and turned to Stare at her.

“The most important difference between men and women seems to be a sense of proper proportion,”
he said very flaly. “When a man avalls himsdf of the use of one of the lower animds, he doesn’t need to
be told when continuing to keep the little thing becomes impoalitic. Women, on the other hand, tend to
ding ... My men are waiting outsde, and when | summon them you will immediaidy show them to where



you've put my anima—whom you should never have appropriated in the firg place.”

“|l—ah—you don’'t understand,” Eltrina began to babble, not only in shock again but now frightened
as wdl. “I did have the man, but | returned him some time ago. If he's been misplaced somehow, it's
Dilissfault, not mine Dilisis such afool, dways doing something wrong and then blaming some perfectly
innocent person—"

“Lady Hltrinal” Lord Rimen interrupted sharply. “I've dready spoken with Lord Dilis and I'm
satified that he told me the truth. If you inggt that he lied, I'll be forced to contact your husband to get
his permisson to question you under Puredan. This matter is much too important to let dide, as | dso
have my own ingructions to carry out. Now tdl me where is the animd I’'m searching for?’

“l don’'t know,” Eltrina whispered in answer, too chilled by the threet to lie any longer. If anyone ever
questioned her about anything under Puredan—! “I was dl ready to return him to Dilis but
this—this—woman burst in here ... And if men are so marvelous about doing things right, what was she
doing running around loose and undrugged? The last | heard Lanir had daimed her, and—"

“Wait,” Rimen interrupted again, now showing a cul-tured frown. “ Start from the beginning, and tel
me who you're taking about. Are you saying another animd freed mine? That' s quite preposterous.”

“Only if you're slly enough to cal them animas” El-trina countered, knowing she lost nothing of
advantage by speaking the truth. “They may be quite a bit less than we are, but they’re ill people—and
one of them, from the Blending that nearly won the competition, came and took Ro with her. Perhaps
you would be foolish enough to argue with a High practitioner in Fire magic, but I'm not quite that
suicidd.”

“A High in Fire magic,” Rimen repeated, clearly con-trolling the anger Eltrina was able to see in his
whole man-ner. “You're correct in saying that Lord Lanir was supposed to have her in his keeping ...
How do you know that she was no longer drugged? Did you smply take her word for it?’

“l don’'t believein taking a peasant’s word for things,” Eltrinareturned coldly. “Most of them seem to
lie as eadly as they breathe. This one, however, didn't hestate to show me the truth—by burning the
dathing off me without rais-ing even asngle bligter. | had no idea that that sort of thing was possible, and
| was terrified. What choice did | have other than to let her take Ro?

“You could have chosen not to appropriate him in the firg place” Rimen countered, his tone fla
agan. “Lord Diliswill face a stern reprimand for having let you take the animd, but you, as his socid
superior, will face far more. You abused your authority to the detriment of your peers, caring more for
your own desires than for the well-being of your equas and superiors. The lgpse will nether be
over-looked nor forgotten.”

And with that he marched to the door and out, without a parting bow and not even waiting for a
sarvant to precede him. Those points somehow upset Eltrina even more than the rest, and she sumbled
to a char and collgpsed into it. It was going to be terrible, she knew it was, and it was dl the fault of
those peasants. If they were ever captured again ...

When they were captured again, Eltrina corrected her thoughts with a growl. Her career was amost
catanly ru-ined completely, but when those peasants were recaptured she would find some way to get
even ... no mater wha had to be accomplished to doit ...

Lord Rimen Howser was furious, but sudden worry now worked to keep him from showing his
temper. He' d ex-pected his vigt to the Razas woman to be short and pro-ductive, but now the previous
sngle problem had grown into a multiple one. Stupid femde, to bungle so badly and then try so lamdly to
lie about it. But that was to be expected when a man maried so far beneath him, as her husband
obvioudy had. Rimen would certainly have to have a word with the man ....

But fird there were other, more important things to see to. The four animds Rimen used for menid
work gtirred in their wagon when he reappeared, but his going directly to his carriage quieted them again.

“Take me to the secondary house of Lord Lanir Porvin,” Rimen sad to his driver as he settled
himsdf in the carriage. “Y ou know whereitis, | trus?’

The man nodded rather than answering in words, keegping dlent just as he was supposed to. Rimen
detested the sound of anima accents in speech, and therefore never let his an-imas spesk unless he fdt it



to be absolutely necessary. The animas dl went to great pains to obey him, of course, as they dl knew
that failure would result, not in dismissd, but inloang ther tongues.

The trip to Lord Lanir's secondary house—meaning the place where he kept his toys—was
tiresomely lengthy, forc-ing Rimen, asit did, to fret dl the way. It was to be hoped that the Razas woman
hed lied to him about the female animd with Fire magic, but Rimen feared she hadn’t. It was necessary to
learn the truth before he reported to Lord Embisson, and not just part of the truth. After visting Lord
Lanir, Rimen meant to see Lady Hdlina Mardimil, who had reclaimed her hdf-animd son. Surdy she,
despite her per-verted sense of the proper, had managed to keep from having her property stolen.

When his carriage findly pulled up in front of Lord Lanir's house, Rimen overrode the urge to hurry
and moved at hisusud pace to the front door. A noble was a noble a dl times, as his mother was fond
of saying, and compromise with that idea was't to be considered. Rimen aso knocked unhurriedly, but
the door opened dmost immediately.

“Lord Rimen Howser to see Lord Lanir,” Rimen an-nounced as he strolled indde. “Please tel Lord
Lanir that I'm here”

“Your pardon, my lord, but Lord Lanir is unavailable,” the servant responded in tones that were at
least bearable. “He haan't yet arisen, and the saff is forbidden to disturb him until he does.”

“BEven a this time of day?’ Rimen sad with a frown, his worry goruptly srengthening. “That's
absolutely absurd, and at this point in time totdly unacceptable. Show me to his gpartment and I'll wake
him.”

“My lord, please, Lord Lanir ig7t in his apatment,” the servant protested, clearly suffering.
“He—ah—spent the night elsawhere, and we' re absolutely forbidden to disturb him there. But he should
be down a any time now. If you would care to wait in the gtting room with refresh-ments ...”

“Ligen to me carefully, animd,” Rimen said dowly after taking afirm grip on his temper. “The femde
Lord Lanir is supposed to be with has been reportedly seen esawhere, which means something may
have happened to Lord Lanir. Take me to the proper gpartment at once.”

The servant hedtated only a brief moment before nod-ding, then led the way to the stairs. Rimen
followed, wishing for once that he could hasten his pace, but that would cer-tainly lack dignity. He had to
be content with dlowing his normaly long stride to do its best to keep up with the ser-vant, who
obvioudy hadn’t any dignity to lose. The anima hurried in a most unseemly way, trying to do his best to
lose Rimen.

And yet, when it came to entering the proper apartment, the animd returned to a state of hesitation.
He hovered near the door as Rimen reached him, hanging back as his superior smply turned the knob
and entered. It was a dtting room, of course, with the door to the bedchamber standing closed. As
Rimen approached it he was able to hear a sound of some sort, proving someone was in there. That
meant knock-ing wasin order ...

After the second unanswered knock, Rimen repeated his earlier intruson and smply opened the
door to wak in. The servant now hovered directly behind him again, and when Rimen stopped short the
servant came within a har of crashing into him. Then the animd saw what Rimen aready had, and a
gasp was torn from him.

“Oh, no!” the animd moaned as he wrung his hands, saring a the hunched-over form seated in a
puddle of its own filth. “My Lord Lanir—What's wrong with him?’

“I"d say hismind was gone,” Rimen muttered in answer after putting a handkerchief to his nose and
mouth againg the terrible stench in the room. The hulk of flesh that had once been a noble now made a
humming sound of sorts, a Sngle note moaned out without stop. The sght of it dl threatened to make
Rimen violently ill, so he amply turned and walked away from it. And there was certainly no 9gn of the
femde Lanir had damed ...

Once back in his carriage, Rimen alowed himsdf to take two deep breaths before ordering his driver
on to the Mardimil place. This time the ride was more stling than disturbing, so he had completdy
returned to himsdf by the time a servant opened Lady Hdlina s door to him.

“Your pardon, my lord, but I'm afraid entrance is im-possible” the servant said before Rimen could
even open his mouth. “Lady Halina has left for her house in Haven Wraithsde, and won't be returning



for sometime. This house is now in the process of being closed down.”

“How curious that Lady Hdlina has left so aruptly,” Rimen said, daing a the servant to let the
anmd know that he addressed a superior. “And Lady Halinds son ... did he accompany her on her
precipitous departure?’

“I'm afraid, my lord, that dl queries must be addressed to Lady Hdling” the anima had the nerve to
respond. “If you like, a letter may be sent dong with those members of the gaff who will soon leave to
rgoin her. Other than that—"

“Be dlent and ligen to mel” Rimen snapped, completely out of patience with dl the disobedient
animds he' d been coming across. “If Lady Halina mugt be questioned on this matter, it will be done by
Advisory agentd If you wish her to know that the orded was caused by you, so be it. If not, answer my
question.”

“Yes, my lord, a once,” the animd replied, proper fear showing in his eyes. “The answer you seek is
that no, Lord Clarion did not accompany her.”

“And where dse has he gone?” Rimen pressed, grimly saisfied to have his surmise vindicated. “Or
has he re-mained here, in this house which is about to be closed?’

“Lord Clarion léft ... in the company of friends” the animal admitted, the words dl but forced out of
him. “What his destination was, no one on the gaff can tdl you.”

“You've dready told me quite enough,” Rimen said with a curt nod before tumning away. Lord
Embisson needed to hear about what was hgppening, and that a once.

Once again Rimen was forced to endure a tedious ride, and when his carriage turned into Lord
Embisson Ruhl’s drive he fdt a great ded of rdie—until he saw the various vehicles which stood directly
infront of the house. Vigtors carriages would normaly be put around at the sde of the house, out of the
way and out of sight. And for what reason would an officid guard coach be there among the others ... ?

Rimen was given immediate access when he knocked, but it wasn't Lord Embisson who came
forward to greet him. Lord Ophin, Embisson’s second-eldest son, appeared behind the servant sent to
gpprise Lord Embisson of Rimen's arriv-a, and Ophin looked gravely concerned.

“Rimen, I'm glad you're here,” Ophin said as he offered his hand. “1 know how close you are to my
father, so you need to know what's happened. Our physician is with him now, but I'm told it will be
weeks or months before he' s able to function normaly again.”

“Was there an accident?” Rimen asked with dl the ag-itation he fet as he shook hands automaticaly.
Lord Em-bisson had been going to sponsor hisrise to the postion of High Lord, but now ...

“My father was vidoudy attacked and robbed,” Ophin stated, anger in his whole manner. “The
miscreants had obvioudy studied him before griking, as one of them had Water magic ability superior to
hisown. They beat him physicaly as wdl as subjecting him to attack by both Earth and Fire magic, but
luckily the assailants were Low talents. He's been very badly hurt, but the physician is confident of his
recovery.”

“At least there's that,” Rimen sad with rdief. “And now | understand why there's a guard vehide
outside. Will they be able to find the animas who committed this outrage?”

“They swear they’ll do their best, but it isn't very likdy,” Ophin replied with a Sgh. “My father was
able to tdl us that his attackers were masked, so he won't even be able to give the guardsmen
descriptions. They're waiting to talk to him anyway, as soon as the physician is through hedling him as far
as possible. Would you care for a cup of tea? You probably won't be able to vist with my father until
tomorrow or the next day, but—"

“Vigt!” Rimen interrupted to blurt, suddenly remember-ing that he wasn't there Smply to vist. “No,
I’ve come with extremdy urgent news, but obvioudy your father can't be bothered with it. | think I'd
better go directly to Lord Zalind, and let him decide who to put in charge of the prob-lem.”

“Surdy you've heard,” Ophin said, now regarding him strangdly. “Lord Zolind's heart gave out, and
he's dead. He was in the middle of a reception when it happened, and those who were there say he
worked himsdf up into arage just before it happened. What urgent news do you have?’

Rimen was far too stunned to answer Ophin’s question. Lord Zolind was dead, the man they’d dl
expected to live forever? Zalind was to have been Rimen's ultimate patron, the man who could Smply



announce Rimen's advancement without anyone trying to oppose it. Now ... for dl the good Emhbisson
would be adle to do done, he mignt as wel have died, too ....

“I think you ought to St down,” Ophin said with ridic-ulous concern on his face. “Y ou've obvioudy
hed one shock too many, and could probably even use a drink stronger than tea. Come into the study
and I'll joinyou.”

“No, thank you, but no,” Rimen forced himsdf to say, redizing that the rumors were true. Anyone
who would offer a drink other than tea at that hour ... “No, I'm afrad | haven't the time. It's urgently
necessary to pass on what I've learned to someone with enough authority to do some-thing abot it ...
Please give your father my good wishes, and tdl him that I'll return when he' s up to having vistors”

Ophin agreed with a shrug to ddiver the message, then saw Rimen to the door. Once outsde and
back in his car-riage, Rimen forced himsdf to cadm down and do some rationd thinking. He had to pass
on wha he knew, other-wise any unfavorable results accruing from the incidents would be made his
respongbility and fault. That meant find-ing someone who would take immediate charge, someone too
powerful to need a scapegoat if things went even more wrong.

Rimen dl but pounded his brain, and in a moment he amiled as the obvious answer came. He knew
just the man to speak to, the perfect person to shift the burden onto. With Zolind dead the man's power
would be tremendoudly in-creased, and he would certainly appreciate being the firg to learn about what
had happened. Lanir might be mindless, Embisson beaten to pulp, and Zolind dead, but nothing was ever
likdy to harm Lord Advisor Ephaim Nall ....

Seventeen

“His Excdlency Bron, Lord of Fire, asks a moment of your time, Sr,” the servant said to Kambil.
“Shdl | tdl him that you' re otherwise engaged?’

“No, show him in,” Kambil said, putting aside the book he'd been reading. HE'd had a marveous
lunch, had taken a refreshing nap, and was thoroughly enjoying the book he'd chosen to read. All that
mede for awonderfully mdlow mood, so there was no reason to turn Bron away. Now that the men had
been properly adjusted, speaking with him was often actudly pleasant ...

“Kambil, something’s going on,” Bron answered as soon as he waked in, his expresson one of fant
confuson mixed with annoyance. “Do you remember the meeting you asked me to attend, the one with
Lord Veim and some of the people Vdim wants us to make dedls with? You said we needed to know
what the average man was willing to offer in order to keep his tenants quiet and hisincome trouble-free.”

“l remember that,” Kamhbil agreed. “We dso need to question Vdim and some of his more pliable
associates to find out what the Advisory Board is mixed up in. Lord Epham and his cohorts wouldn’t
have told us without co-ercion even if they'd lived, and we have to have some source of informeation.
Wheat did you learn from Vdim?’

“Absolutdy nothing, which is my entire point,” Bron replied, dropping into a nearby chair. “Vdim
never ap-peared for the meeting, and never even sent word that he' d be delayed. As eager as he was to
begin deding with us, that made very little sense. | waited only a short while, and then | cdled in my
guard commander. He told me he had men who were very good a discreet investigations, so | told him
to send some to find out what Veimisup to.”

“Which information should prove nicdy vauable when we next decide to ded with the man,” Kambil
sad with anod of gpproval. “Firds though, well have to let im squirm for a while. It would never do to
let him know how much we need his information now that Lord Ephaim and the others will no longer be
with us. What did your investigators learn?’

“Not nearly as much as they should have,” Bron replied, leaning forward with his fingers locked
between his knees. “Vdim was supposed to meet the group he meant to bring to the medting here, but he
aso never showed up at the dining parlor where they were dl supposed to have lunch. The men looked
for him at his house, but no one remem-bered seeing him &fter he retired lagt night. They looked for him
when he missed breakfast, something he never does, but he was dready gone from the house.”

“I don't think | like the sound of that,” Kambil decided doud, feding the frown he'd grown. “Go



back and have your investigetors see what Vdim's closest cronies are up to. If they’re having a private
meting somewhere, we need to know about it. For some obscure reason they may have changed thar
minds about supporting us, and we can't let that continue.”

“There'sno need,” Bron said, holding up one hand. “Those guardsmen redly are good, because one
of the firg things they did after leaving Vedim's house was to locate his closest associates. Or at least they
cdled at the men's houses. The men themsealves weren't available, and no one knew where they’d gone.
Judt like with Vdim, none of them have been seen since lagt night.”

“Thet | definitdly don't like” Kambil said, rigng to his feet in order to pace a bit. “If you decide to
plot agangt someone, you don't do it a a time when everyone, induding those you're plotting againg,
are dmog certain to notice. Vdim ian't the brightest flame ever to burn, but he's been an Advisor too
long to be that doppy. Something is defi-nitely wrong, but what can it be?’

“| asked mysdf that same question,” Bron replied, his thoughts as agitated as his adjustment alowed.
“The only thing | came up with was something rather ridiculous: it sounded as though we'd arranged to
remove those men, but without the careful thought which went into removing Lord Ephaim and his group.
Ther deaths and disappearances can't be linked to us at dl, but with Vdim's group ... It seems as if
someone wants people to believe that his group decided againgt supporting us, and because of that we
mede them disappear.”

“You'reright,” Kambil decided, sopping to look a Bron. “When the disappearances become public
knowledge, well be the first ones everyone looks at accusingly. They'll think that al those men agreed
with Zolind, and weren't going to dlow us to be publidy Seated. But who could be behind a move like
that?’

“Maybe Lord Epham arranged it before he came to speak with us” Bron suggested, nevertheless
dill looking doubtful. “It doesn’'t make much sense conddering the Puredan he brought, but maybe he
hed a private argument with Vdim's group.”

“Vdim and his people weren’t powerful enough for Epham to worry about,” Kambil disagreed with
a head-shake. “If he'd wanted them to do something, he would have spoken to them privatdy and
forced them into it. Elim-inging Vdim and the others would only mean having to ded with ther
replacements, some of whom might not be quite as pliable. No, diminating those people is more the
move of afool, someone who acts without thinking—"

“What isit?’ Bron asked when Kambil’s words suddenly broke off. “Have you thought of someone
who might be doing thisto us?’

“To quote you, the idea is ridiculous” Kambil answered dowly, his ingdes beginning to twist. “It
should redly be impossible, but | have the most avful conviction ... Let's take awak and find out.”

“Take awadk,” Bron echoed as he rose to follow. “You can't mean you think Ddin’s behind the
disappearances? Isn't he dill completdly under your control ?’

“Now, certainly,” Kambil agreed as he led the way out of his private gpartments. “There was a day
and a night when he wasn't, though, and we dready know what he did with his night. Now | think we
need to find out about the day.”

Bron said nothing ese doud, but his thoughts and emo-tions began to take on the same shape and
texture as Kambil’s own: furious, with the urge to commit violence griding strongly to the forefront. Thet
impossible fool of a mad-man ...

Kamhbil sent servants to tdl Homin and Sdendi to meet them in Ddin’s wing, then he and Bron went
directly there. The servants around Ddin were pleasant and unconcerned, having been convinced that
there was nothing odd about one of the Five doing nothing but egting and desping and ex-ercising a bit dl
the time. Kambil had even gotten these servants to tdl him who had been spying for Lord Epham, and
the woman had aso been adjusted. Now she spent her time on the dert for anyone ese who might have
outside employment.

“He looks as innocent as a babe,” Bron growled, stand-ing over the chaise an expressionless Ddin
was stretched out on. “Go ahead and ask himif he redly isdl that in-nocent.”

“Well wait until Homin and Sdendi get here,” Kambil responded, aso garing down a a Ddin who
was oblivious to their presence. All rationa—and irrational—thought had been denied him, which meant



he smply existed in a world without meaning. He would eat when fed and would give a grunt when he
needed to diminate bodily wastes, but other than that the red world touched him not at dl.

“What's hgppening?’ Homin asked when he and Sdendi arrived together. The two ill spent quite a
lot of timein each other’s company, but Kambil had relaxed the part of ther adjustment that demanded
complete constancy. Sdlendi had been growing impatient on the indde, and Homin had become curious
about the femde servants, who et it be known how avalable they were. The two had performed
admirably well, and now deserved to regp some of the ben-efits which they’ d earned.

Kambil explained why they were there, and once they understood what might have happened they
became judt as angry as Bron and Kambil himsdf. Now that dl four of them were present to hear the
answers, Kambil touched De-lin’smind and released the necessary portion of it.

“How are you feding, Ddin?’ Kambil asked, Ietting the man pull the threads of his memory together
agan. “Are the servants treating you as well as they should?’

“No,” Ddin mumbled crosdy, his heavy frown showing how hard he struggled to reassemble his
mind. “No one ever treats me aswel asthey should ....”

“Wel, well certainly have to look into that, now won't we,” Kambil said, carefully guiding the man's
thought pat-terns. “But first we need to ask you something. The other day, when we fird came here to
the palace, you arranged for certain things to be done. Tdl me what those things were.”

“l arranged to have my parents brought to me” Ddin replied, an incredibly ugly smile now twiding
his features. It was something | used to dream about, something | waited my whole life to do. When
they were brought in they were gagged, so my father couldn’t Smply order me to re-lease them. | 4ill
can't keep from obeying him, you know .... But that quickly didn’'t matter, because the firg thing | had
done was—"

“Yes, | know about dl that,” Kambil interrupted, not about to stand there ligening to a rehash of
what had made him so ill. “What I'd like to know is if there was anything dse you did, any other
arrangements you might have made ....”

“Jud the arrangements for the disappearance of those Ad-visors,” Ddin replied, showing no reaction
to Bron's word-less growl and Homin's and Selendi’ s sounds of vexation. “They were fools who lacked
the proper attitude toward us, o | had my assassination team cause them to vanish. No clues were Ift to
show what happened to them, of course, so no one will ever know for certain.”

“Thet ... assassndion team knows for certain, you com-plete fool,” Bron said coldly, cdmed again
by the adjust-ment in hismind. “If any of them decide to sdl the informetion ...”

“They don't even have to,” Sdendi said with heavy dis-approva. “Once everyone is certan those
Advisors are gone, who else are they going to think is responsible but us? We're the only newcomers to
high power, so we ll be the naturd suspects.”

“And once Epham and his people begin to have ‘acci-dents and ‘incidents,” they’ll dl look a us
twice as hard,” Homin added. “Before there would have been no reason to suspect us, but now ...”

“That in't the worgt of it,” Kambil told them, needing to fight harder than ever before to keep from
exploding. “If we intend to run this empire, the firg thing we need is information about everything
currently being done, and the second is to designate certain puppets for us to work through. With both
Vdim's and Ephaim’s factions gone, mogt of the information we need is gone with them. The ciphers left
on the Board won't know hdf of what we want, and no one will ever believe that one of them is running
things”

“So what can we do?’ Bron asked in disgust. “Asde from killing Delin, that is? Having new Advisors
gppointed to the Board won't help, not without knowing what we' re appointing them to do.”

“What about the Advisors secretaries and assstants?” Homin asked. “My father’s secretary dways
knows every-thing he's doing, sometimes even when he's not supposed to know. And if enough of the
Advisors used their assgtants to do what had to be done ...”

“That's a good suggestion,” Kambil said, getting a dightly better grip on his temper. “Once we're
offiadly informed about Ephain’s group, we can get in touch with their secretaries and assstants. Until
then well have to start an offidd invedigation into Vdim's group’s disappearance, following up and
meking public what Bron's people have learned. But before we do any of that, the Blending has to look



into this assassination-team business. | had no idea there was anything like it, and | want the details on it.
Once | have those details, we can either adjust or diminate the assassins who were involved.”

“| suppose this is what we get for not letting our pre-decessors welcome us to the paace,” Sdendi
sad with a fant amile “1 wonder how Ddin learned about it—and whether or not there’'s more we
should know.”

“Obvioudy I'm going to have to question Ddin a good dedl more thoroughly,” Kambil sad with a
dgh of annoy-ance. “I suppose this happened because | was so ddighted to be shut of him that | hadn’t
let mysdf redlize it's much too soon to St back and Smply enjoy life. We' re going to have to build a firm,
able network to work through, sarting as soon as we're told the terrible news about our Advisors.”

“Which, hopefully, won't be too long in coming,” Bron said, now sounding fretful. “I have this sudden
feding that things are happening which we ought to know about, but which we don’'t know about
because of the large gaps caused in our lines of communicetion.”

“I'm sure the word will reach us soon enough,” Kambil said socthingly as he digagtefully turned his
atention back to Ddin. “And I'm aso sure that wéell find nothing of any importance that we' ve missed.
After dl, with everything ese taken care of, what could there possbly be?’

The others made sounds of agreement, Bron rdluctant but Hill in agreement. There was nothing that
needed immediae attention, nothing but Delin and whatever secrets he contin-ued to hold. And after
he' d drained Ddin dry, Kambil vowed to begin looking for a High tdent in Earth magic to replace the
meadmean with. But until he found that replace-ment, he would spend some time thinking of a way to
pur-ish the fool for what he d thoughtlesdy done to the rest of them ...

Eighteen

Vdlat wasn't the only one in the coach who sat without speaking until the lagt of Gan Garee was
behind them. He and Rion had gotten to the coach fird, after dimbing down the rope outsde the
window. Vdlant ill fdt annoyed over that descent, annoyed with himsdf for being so much cum-ser
than usud. If Rion and his Air magic hadn’'t been there, he probably would have gotten fully outdoors a
lot more abruptly than he'd planned?’

But Rion had been there, and had taken the trouble to disguise his hep so tha the man steadying the
rope never noticed. Valant was in his debt for that, and had tried to thank him once they reached the
fancy, dark red coach wait-ing for them and were left done by ther guide. But Rion had refused to hear
him, blandly insgting that he’ d done nathing but help himsdif .. ..

Vdlant rubbed his bristly face with his hand, fighting to keep the coach’s smooth motion from rocking
hm to deep. There were things he had to say to Tamrissa once Gan Garee was a hit farther behind
them—and he had worked up his nerve a bit more. When she and Naran had been brought to the coach,
she'd taken the seat beside him only, he was sure, because there was no other. He and Rion had been
told to stay in the coach, and Naran, who had been helped in firdt, naturdly sat beside the man she loved.
Loved ...

Tamrissa had barely glanced a him, and once those two men transferred the baggage to the coach’'s
boot, one of them had joined the coach driver on the box and they’ d started on their way. Now Tamrissa
st as close to the win-dow on her Sde of the seat as possible, looking out and not saying a word. He'd
have to be the one to gart the conver-sation, but what could he possibly say? Their rdationship was
probably over, but if there was the least chance she didn ‘t warnt it that way ...

“I think it'stime for cautious self-congratulations,” Rion said suddenly, aso looking out the window.
“If I'm not mistaken, that pogting house we just passed is considered the lagt of the city of Gan Garee.
That's the way it's done on the road to Haven Wraithsde, and the two posting houses appear just the
same”

“I'm sure you're right, my love” Naran agreed with a serene amile “While we were 4ill in the city
there was aways the chance that we would be stopped, but now that chance is behind us. If pursuit does
come from Gan Gareg, it won't be able to catch up with us”

“But we might too eedlly catch up with the convoy,” Rion said with afrown after taking her hand and



digractedly kissng it. “Did Dom Meerk have anything to say about that, Tamrissa?’

“Algn told me that the convoy had started out at a farly good pace,” Tamrissa replied after the
andlest hestation, as though she'd been pulled away from her thoughts. “If they have places to change
their horses at regular intervas, they may have no trouble staying ahead of us”

“So we, oursdves, may end up pushing our horses or replacing them a amilar intervas,” Rion sad
with a nod. “We needn’t worry about catching the convoy until we have aplan of action, which | assume
we don't have as yet. 1, at least, have thought of nothing, so | would be pleased to learn that one of you
others has been struck by inspiration.”

“Struck by a gtick is more like it,” Vdlant forced himsdf to say when the ladies smply shook ther
heads. He shifted his body on the seat, a body which had begun to ache a bit. “And speskin’ about
gicks, I'm reminded of stones, which | deserve to have people throwin' a me. | gill haven't redly
thanked dl of you for gettin’' me out of the Razas woman's house when you did. She repels me so badly
that it was about to override the only thing she wanted from me, and when that happened | would have
pad hard for the falure”

“It's odd, but you didn't seem repelled by her,” Tamrissa commented without looking around,
spesking before Rion could. “Do you suddenly find her so undtractive because she's no longer in
reech?

“It wasn't me findin' her attractive, it was the drug in me” Vdlant countered, suddenly agppdled to
redize that he'd been consdering the wrong emation. It wasn't his hu-miliaion that Tamrissa had been
thinking about, it was her own jedlousy.

“She told me dl about that drug,” Vdlant continued as quickly as possible. “It tickled her that a
sedative could be used to inflame a man, somethin' she hadn’t known about before. When | tried to
refuse to play, she threatened to lock mein atiny crate. That left me with nothin’ to do but to pretend |
didn't remember her or understand what was goin’ on. She didn't like that ether, and was in the process
of thregtenin’ again just before you walked in.”

“Then | gpologize for the comment | made,” Tamrissa replied, dill sounding distant as she continued
to gaze out of the window. “Please fed free to go back to your con-versation with Rion.”

“But it isn't Rion I'm interested in talkin' to,” Vdlant said, wishing he could touch her. Normdly he
would have, but now something told hm he'd be a foadl to try .... “You're the one who needs to be
gpologized to more, to have explained to you that | couldn’t hep mysdf. First | couldn’t stand the way
I’d been humiliated in front of you, and then | thought I'd lost you because of losn’ my ability. That
would be harder than never bein’ able to touch the power agan ....”

Vey briefly Vdlant was ashamed of himsdf for trying to hold Tamrissa with pity, but considering
what she meant to him the regret was extremdy short-lived. He' d spoken the absolute truth when he said
losing her would be worse than losing his ability, and when she suddenly turned to look at him he thought
the plan had worked. But then he saw her expresson, and her following words confirmed the dread
abruptly gripping him.

“You're saying that you thought I’d turn my back on you because you've lost your ability,” she
accused, fury flaming in her beautiful eyes. “So now we know at last what you redly think of me: that I'm
a shdlow, stupid woman who can't be relied on to act like a decent human being! And if you want my
opinion on what was redly bothering you, here it is you couldn't stand the fact that you had to be
rescued by me, awoman. If it had been Rion or Lorand showing up just in time, you never would have
been so bent out of shape. Go ahead and deny it, | dare you!”

Vdlant began to do jud that, but his protests sounded hollow even to him. She'd hit on whét redly
was the truth, but not for the reason she thought. He findly decided that the matter had to be explained,
but before he was able to sart he was aoruptly interrupted.

“Oh, spare mel” she snapped, dismissng his excuses with a sharp wave of her hand. “Everything
you've said boils down to the fact that you have to be the big hero, and you're far too sdfish to share
something that important with me. Well, it'stime for me to admit that I'm just as sdifish, but what 1 won't
shareisardationship. Not with you, at any rate, so please do me the favor of not spesking to me again.”

“Tamrissa, you're wrong,” he tried, putting a hand to her am as she ddiberately looked back to the



window. “Thet is't a dl what 1—"

Vdlant suddenly sucked his breath in sharply, the reac-tion caused by the brief but very intense heat
touching his face. It hadn't precisdly been painful, but he'd been Ieft with the definite impression thet it
could easily have been judt that. The hand he'd quickly pulled away from Tamrissa's am moved to his
face, where he gingerly examined what had been done.

“Now you no longer look like a derelict who needs to be hidden when we reach an inn,” Tamrissa
sad, that same cold shoulder ill pointed in his direction adding to the shock he fdt. “I'm sure you've
never had that kind of shave before, at least not one that close. If you ever touch me again, you'll find out
what close can redly mean.”

Congdering how smooth his face fdt, there was nothing Vdlat could think of to say. She'd
obvioudy burned away his beard stubble without doing any damage to his skin, showing once again what
it meant to be a High talent in Fire magic. He' d obvioudy done it good thistime, getting her so angry that
she'd had to do something to show it. Only aHigh in Water magic might have a chance to defend againg
her anger, and he no longer qudlified ....

Vdlat took a deep breath before gtting back, fordng himsdf to accept the fact that pushing
Tamrissa's power-backed temper right now was a very bad idea. Rion and Naran looked even more
shaken than he himsdf fdt, and he didn’'t blame them. HE'd caught a glimpse of the very intense fire
Tamrissa had used, and colored circles dill floated before his eyes. They mug have had a much better
view of the thing, and caution was now keeping them as dlent as he.

But he refused to reman dlent forever. No matter how dangerous it turned out to be, he was
determined to find a way to make Tamrissa ligen to him. It wasn't sdfishness or mae pride that had
caused him to act the way he had, but being shamed in front of the woman who meant everything to him.
The stuation would have been better even if it had been Jowi rescuing him, aslong as it wasn't Tamrissa
who had seen him so wesk and helpless and humiliated. But it had been Tamrissa, and now she refused
to hear and un-derstand ...

Jug as she'd refused dl those times in the past. Vdlat leaned back in his seat as he suddenly
remembered that, the fact that Tamrissa never wanted to hear things from his point of view. It was as if
his own fedings were unimportant next to hers, unimportant and decidedly secondary. And she never
shared those with him either, those very important fedings of hers. She never asked him why he said or
did something, and she never explained why she said and did things.

Maybe that was what they would have to talk about, whether or not his gbility was ever restored ...

Nineteen

The sun had dmogt et by the time our coach pulled into the front court of a rather large inn. The trip
hed been ex-tremdy slent, and there was no need to wonder why. A short while after our ... discusson
hed ended, Vdlant had actudly fdlen adeep. So much for hisintense desire to “gpologize’ to me ...

| stirred a bit as the coach dowed, trying to work the aches out of my body so tha I'd actudly be
ableto walk. | hadn’t redlized how physcaly numbing and exhaudting a trip like that could be, and Rion
and Naran gpparently fdt the same. Not that they were even looking in my direction, ether of them. My
little explosion of temper seemed to have affected them a good deal more than it had the men it had been
amed at.

A twinge of conscience tried to take my attention, but | refused to let that happen. Vdlant had
brought that exhibi-tion on himsdlf by touching me, and | didn't regret having done it. Tak about adding
inaut to injury ... No, Tamrissa, | don’t think much of you as a person and | don’'t even care how you
fed, but | want to put my hand on you so | will. We both know you won't dare do anything abot it.

W, | had dared, and as | got ready to leave the coach behind Rion and Naran, | made certain not
to look at the man to my right, who was just beginning to awaken. Valant Ro had nothing to say that |
cared to hear, not anymore. If what I'd done didn’'t convince him of that, | fdt perfectly ready to find
another lesson that would.

“l was judt tdling the others that we'll spend the night here,” Aldn said as he helped me down. “I sent



one of my people to follow the convoy on horseback at a discreet distance, and then he's to meet us
here, a the firg inn beyond Gan Garee, to report. Not many people leaving the city early stop here snce
it'sless than afull day’s ride from the city, but those getting a late start and people coming from not very
far away in the other direction are plentiful enough to keep it in business”

“Aslong as it has a bath house and a private room with a bed for me, | don't care if it's ful or
empty,” | said, reaching up to massage my left shoulder. “This coach rides more smoothly than most, but
tomorrow will be twice as bad as today so I'd like to get some redl rest tonight.”

“WEe Il get rooms and have something to eat, and then well use their bath house” Algn said, putting
ahand to my elbow to start me toward the inn. He'd firg glanced back to see that Vdlant Ro was findly
with us, so there was no reason to continue standing there. “I’ve stayed at thisinn afew times, so | know
you'll be comfortable and will enjoy the food. Lidris will play servant to us, and after taking care of the
horses helll eat in the kitchen.”

He obvioudy meant the coach driver, who was dready moving the coach toward the table area
The rest of us were heading for the inn's front door, Alsn busly brushing dust from his clothing. None of
us was exactly neat and tidy, but riding on the box had added a layer of road dust to the man. He
stopped brushing when he reached the door, opened it, and stood aside to let me enter fird, then he
strode forward to receive the host’s friendly welcome.

Alan redly was known, a the inn—under another name—and we were treated very wdl. Four
rooms were assigned to us, and our baggage was taken upstairs by houseboys while we went into the
dining room. The common area had only been partidly filled, and there were even fewer people in the
dining room. We dl sat a alarge table, and a serving girl began to bring out bread and soup. Dinner
would be pork roast and yams, amix of vegetables, and a choice of desserts.

The food was jugt as good as Alsn had said it would be, and we were gtting there considering
dessert when aman walked into the room. Conversation had been rather desul-tory until then, but once
the newcomer brought over a chair and sat down beside Alsin, that abruptly changed.

“Those people you're dl interested in stopped to camp for the night a couple of hours ago,” he sad
softly, spesking modly to Alsn. “1 had the impresson that they leave the road early because ther ...
cargo has to be cared for before the drivers and guardsmen can see to ther own needs. | dso had the
impresson that they’ll be moving on again tomor-row rather early.”

“Grath has Spirit magic,” Alsn explained to us just as oftly, then his atention returned to the man.
“Were you able to find out what they use to keep their ... cargo quigt? If it's hilsom powder, there may
not be much left of them by the time they get to wherever they're going.”

“I'm certain it ign't hilsom powder,” Grath denied with a headshake. “They began to unload kegs
with some sort of liquid, and no one waters down hilsom powder. It would lose its effectiveness, and
would aso have to be poured down the victim's throat. If you want to use the powder, you just hold it
under the person’s nose”

“That’s true, so they only start out usng the powder,” Aldn sad with a distracted nod. “After that
they use some-thing else, and it would help enormoudy to know exactly what. See if you can find out
tomorrow, Grath, once you pick them up again. But don't take any chances trying to get a sample of the
liquid. If it becomes necessary, I'll take your place following them. Once | get close enough, | ought to
be able to identify the substance.”

“You have Earth magic, then,” Rion observed, having paid very close atention to what had been
sad. Then he looked a Grath and added, “Was it possible to learn which wagon or wagons our friends
are in? If we have to choose between freging just them or losing dl the victims, well have to concentrate
on them. Once they’re returned to them-selves, they can help us to see about the others.”

“It was't possible to tdl who was in which wagon,” Grath said with another headshake. “They don't
unload their cargo, | think, they just feed it, dean it up, and massage it a bit. Ther mind-sets were like
those of people who have to care for alarge number of infants”

“l think that eventudly well dl have to get nearer to ther campste” | said when Rion sat back
looking frus-trated. “We're closer to Jowi and Lorand than anyone ese could possbly be, so maybe
well be able to locate them. In the meantime, it won't hurt to think about a way to free dl the prisoners,



just in case we find that we can't reach unconscious people.”

Everyone seemed to agree with that, induding a dill-slent Vdlant Ro, so Grath pushed his chair back
and stood.

“Tdl Lidris to leave the coach where it can be seen from the road tomorrow night,” he said to Alsin.
“That way | won't have any trouble finding you, since there isn't a coach quite like it anywhere. I'm going
to get a room, some food, and a quick bath, then I’'m going to bed. Tomorrow is bound to start even
ealier than | expect it to.”

He nodded to usdl then strode away, and Alsn took a deep breath which he let out dowly.

“l have no idea where Grath gets dl that energy from, but talking to him when I'm tired makes me
even more tired,” he commented. “I, for one, an going to skip dessert, and go draight for a bath and
then bed. May | cdl the serving gifl for any of the rest of you?”

It turned out that no one was in the least interested in egting any more, SO we went to our smal but
pleasant rooms to fetch dean dothing. It came as a surprise to find a cheap wrap and a pair of scuffsin
the room, obvioudy supplied by the inn for the use of its guests. Not having much ex-perience with inns, |
had no idea whether or not that was usud. But that didn't mean | couldn't take advantage of the
courtesy, which | did as quickly as | was able to get out of my clothes.

When | stepped out of the room again, | found Alsn waiting for mein the hal. He wore the same
sort of wrap and scuffs, and when he saw me he grinned.

“It' sfarly obvious they expected those things to be worn by someone my sze rather than yours” he
sad, referring to how big the wrap and scuffs were on me. “But | have to admit that that’s better than the
reverse. I’d look incred-ibly foolish wearing a wrap made to fit someone your Sze”

“If 1 trip and kill mysdf in this thing, you may be forced to change your mind,” | countered,
nevertheless amiling at his amusement. “Which way is the bath house?’

“It's bath houses, plurd, and they're attached to the back of the inn,” he replied, beginning to lead
the way to the dairs. “One for men and one for women, and a sngle hdl leads to them both. If | ever
build a house of my own, that’s the arrangement | mean to have. Most people are scandd-ized a the
thought of having a bath house connected to their residence, but once the wegther turns cold | become
less and less concerned with propriety.”

“As a fdlow lover of wam westher, | have to agree with that,” | sad as | made my careful way
down the dairs. “I've dways hated having to leave the warmth of the bath house for the cold of
outdoors, but I've dways been told that that’s the only proper way to do it. My one consolation isthat a
least | don't have to face the cold while I'm damp.”

“A definite benefit in having Fire magic,” he said, look-ing ready to catch me if 1 happened to trip.
“Not having the same mysdf, I'll just have to settle for the improper.”

| had the feding that Alsn Meerk would have chosen the improper no matter what the circumstance
or Stuation, but | didn’t say so. The man was going out of his way to hdp us to offer what he might
consder an insult was't my idea of away to thank him.

Aldn led the way to a hdl which ran to the back of the inn, where the wal hdd a 9gn showing a
picture of some-one washing and an arrow below pointing to the right. We turned right as directed, then
turned I&ft in obedience to a second Sgn, where we found the others waiting a short way down.

Naran looked just as slly in the wrap and scuffs as | did, but no one said anything as Alsn and |
joined them. The firg door had aSgn projecting from the wal showing a picture of a featureless face with
a high-piled hairdo, and a second sgn, some feet down the hal, showed another featurdess face
gporting wide, sweeping mustaches. That was clear enough, o we separated to go into our own sections
of the bath house.

“There haven't been many timesin my life when I’ ve so looked forward to teking a bath,” Naran said
once we were ingde, flashing me a brief amile as she began to remove her wrap. “Although it feds odd
not having to walk outsde to reach it.”

“Aldn was just saying how much he enjoys that oddness,” | commented back as | dso hurried to get
out of the wrap and scuffs. “1t’'s made me wonder why bath houses aren’t attached to residences, rather
then danding at a dis-tance from them.”



“Someone powerful and opinionated must have set the style, and now everyone follows dong,”
Naran suggested as we approached the steps and began to descend into the water. “That's usudly the
reason something that doesn’t make sense continues ... Are you feding any better now?’

“Some” | lied with ashrug as | spread my arms wide to embrace the marvelous water dl around my
body. “I should have gpologized to you and Rion for that outburst, but I'm afraid I'm dill not much in the
mood for gpologies. Maybe that will change once I’ ve had a decent night's deep.”

“Not in clothes,” she agreed fervently, then submerged to wet her hair. | did the same, and when
we'd both come up and wiped our eyes, she looked a me with clear hes-tation. “Tamrisa ... will you
mind if | say something to you?’

“That dl depends on what you say,” | pointed out, push-ing back sopping wet hair. “But in case you
were wonder-ing, thisis probably the best place to say something that might get a Fire magic user angry.
It would probably take quite a bit of time and effort for me to burn away dl this water—and | couldn’t
possibly do that until after | washed.”

| smiled to show her | was only joking, but the amile wasn't a very successful one. Her own amile
was full of sympethetic understanding, that and red concern.

“Then | guess I'd better take my chances while | can,” she sad, trying to share the joke. “It's ...
something | don't know if you've noticed, and that's why I'm mentioning it. That man, Alsn
Meerk—he' s more than just dightly inter-ested in you.”

“Redly, Naran, you have to be imagining things” | said with a startled laugh, having expected her to
tak about something ese entirdly. “Alsn is hdping usin the hope that we Il eventualy be able to help him
inturn, and | know him from when he firg contacted us through Lorand. All he’ s doing is being friendly.”

“Tamrissa, hetruly isn't just being friendly,” she said, soberly trying to convince me. “A man doesn't
aways have to devour you with his eyes or try to overwhdm you if he's srongly attracted. Some of them
approach dowly and gent-ly, in a cautious rather than a brash way. They're trying to find out if ther
advances will be welcome, and if Alan Meerk decides that hiswill be—there’s no doubt thet it will cause
quite alot of trouble.”

“Why should it cause trouble?’ | asked, dill trying to make mysdf believe her. Alsn wasn't behaving
like any men I'd ever met before—aside from Lorand and Rion—but Naran knew men a good ded
better than | did. Once again | wished Jowi were there, if for no other reason than to give her opinion ....

“Yes, | know, itig't likdy to cause trouble for you,” she responded wearily. “Not only is your talent
incredibly strong, you've more than proven that you' re willing to use it. What | meant was Vdlant, and
the fact that heign't about to give you up without a struggle. | know he saw the way Alan looked at you,
and can't imagine what great good fortune kept him from saying something. The next time the same thing
happens, that good fortune may not be present.”

“Vdlant Ro doesn't have to worry about giving up some-thing he doesn’'t have” | said, finding it
impossible to keep the diffness out of my voice. “Whatever was once between us is now over, and he'd
better learn to accept that truth. A relaionship isn't supposed to be there only when he wants it to be ...
I'm sorry, Naran, but I'm redly tired. I'm going to wash and go to bed, and we can tak agan some
other time”

Only her 9gh came as aresponse as | headed for the Sde of the bath, where amdl metd racks held
jars of soap at ten-foot intervas dl around the entire rim. | redly did need to get some deep, and then
maybe I'd notice what Naran said everyone dse could see. If it redly was there to see ... and anyone
redly did care ... not that | cared if someone did ...

At that point | forced mysdf to stop thinking. When you reach a time where the ludicrous comes
forward without effort, you have to save thinking for another day.

Twenty

Rion shifted jugt a little on the coach seat, needing desper-ately to move about a bit but reluctant to
wake Naran. She'd fdlen adegp agang his shoulder not long after they’d eaten lunch, something he
would have enjoyed managing himsdf. After nearly two and a hdf days of travding in tha coach and



sopping only at odd-mile inns, the pursit had become not only boring, but trying.

“I hope the place well be gayin’ at tonight is better than the one we stopped at lagt night,” Vdlant
sad softly. Tam-rissa had aso fdlen adeep, but Vdlant seemed just as wide-awake as he. “Not only
was the food bardly edible, the room | dept in was only a bit larger than a wardrobe. If it hadn't had a
window, | probably would have had to spend the night in the stable.”

“l doubt if even the horses enjoyed being stabled there,” Rion commented sourly with matching
softness. “And tonight will most likdly be worse rather than better, as odd-mileinns do tend to get worse
the farther they are from Gan Garee. Leaving that firg inn a lunchtime would have brought us to a
prime-mile inn a sundown, and then a full day’s trave could be begun the falowing day. Those who
travel soon learn that that's best.”

“I'm used to travdin’, but not by coach,” Vdlant replied, doing a bit of cautious shifting of his own.
“That's why | know dl about ports, but nothin' about—odd-mile inns, did you cdl them? It's too bad
that if we speed up we'll run smack into that convoy, and if we dow down we ll be too far behind.”

“Hopefully we'll find it possible to do something soon about our inectivity,” Rion said. “Aldn should
rgoin us tonight, bringing with him some of the information that we need. After that ... well, we can’t
amply continue to fol-low. If they reach their destination before we manage to free Jowi and Lorand,
there will be alot more of them than one convoy of guardsmen.”

“Yes, that's dso the way | seeit,” Vadlant agreed, look-ing no happier than Rion fdt. “Tamrissa's
friend Meerk daimed that that wasn't necessarily so, but he seems to be into wighful thinkin'. If we don't
break them loose now, we may never have another chance.”

“Tamrissa fedls the same, S0 we had better dl speak to Algn tonight,” Rion decided doud. “I just
wish we had a better plan than what we' ve come up with. I'll certainly have no trouble knocking out the
sentries by temporarily depriv-ing them of air to breathe, but then having to search wagon by wagon ...
Locating Jowi and Lorand firs would cer-tainly make things easier, but the rest of the plan ill seems to
lack something.”

“Control is what it lacks” Vdlant supplied with a nod of agreement. “We won't redly have control
of the Stuation, and anythin' can happen to disrupt the rescue. That's been botherin’ me as well.”

“It'sa prime example of being trapped in dl directions” Rion said with an exasperated sgh. “If we
hed either Jowvi or Lorand to help, we d have consderably more control. But those two are the ones we
need the control for in order to rescue them. Annoying is much too mild aword.”

“Speakin' of annoyin’, it looks like we ve reached the next inn” Vdlant said, glancng out his
window. “It dso looks more like a run-down roadhouse, but there are torches burnin’ in the courtyard
and lamplight showin’ in the win-dows. Without that it would be easy to think the place was abandoned.”

“Torches rather than lanterns?’ Rion said, shifting around to get his own look at the place. Naran
dirred at the movement, but now it was dl right. They would be stopping in just a few minutes ... & the
worgt inn they’d so far come to. Rion hadn’t protested over what they’d needed to put up with, and not
only because of the travel schedule forced on them. Prime-mile innswould have travelers of considerably
higher caliber, and his group was, after dl, composed manly of fugitives

But this place redly was the worst of the lot. As the coach dowed even more, it was possible to see
in the torchlight that the inn probably hadn’'t been repainted in years. Al-though there were quite a
number of horses tied to the right of the front door, showing that the place was wel patronized by the
locds. Trangents would leave their vehicles and mounts to the Ieft, near or in the stable.

The coach dowed to a complete stop, and by then both Naran and Tamrissa were awake again. For
ashort while Tamrissa had used Valant's shoulder as Naran had used his, and Rion had been able to see
that Vdlant had treasured the time. But when she' d shifted away again, he'd made no more effort to stop
her than he'd tried to speak to her after that fird, disastrous occasion. Rion was certain that Valant
hadn't given up on ther rdationship, but wished he knew what the other man had in mind to repair the
damage done.

Grath, the man whose place as a forward scout Alsn had taken, dimbed down from the box where
he' d ridden beside their driver. His movements seemed diff and a bit awkward, and when he opened the
coach door hisfirg words matched quite well.



“If Alain tries to take my horse again, I’ll probably have to kill him,” the man grumbled as he rubbed
a his back. “Riding up top on thisthing is enough to cripple you, and | don’t understand how Lidris does
itdl thetime”

“Ridin’ indde isn't dl that much better,” Valant said as he dowly |eft the coach. “I thought I'd gotten
used to it durin’ the past weeks, but I'm learnin’ | was fodlin' my-sdf.”

“We probably need more rest periods than the horses do.” Rion added his agreement as he followed
Vdlant out of the coach, then he turned to assist the ladies. They looked logy from deep as wel as Hiff,
and the way they stared a the inn as they descended suggested that they were likdy hoping the place
was Smply a bad dream.

“This progression downward keeps ganing intengty,” Tamrissa said once she stood with the rest of
them, her glance at the inn more than Imply displeased. “1 think it's time to do something about it before
we find ourselves shar-ing our rooms with rats and a variety of wildlife”

“That's for you and Algn to discuss” Grath sad quickly with both hands raised. “I'm nothing but
hired hep around here, and happy to have it like that. Let’s just be careful when we go ingde. They're
bound to notice us no matter what we do, but we don’t want to give them anything ... spectacular to
remember.”

Rion joined the othersin nodding, understanding as wel as they why such caution was necessary. It
had so far been their good fortune that there was no dgn of pursuit. There had been no uniformed
guardsmen pounding dong ther tral and catching up to demand their whereabouts from those in
whatever inn the fugitives currently stayed, but that good fortune wasn't likdy to last. There would be
pursuit, and the less those pursuers were able to learn when they came, the better off therr group would
be.

Grath led the way toward the inn while the driver Lidris moved the coach to where Alsin would be
able to seeit. Rion had wondered about that, the supposed need for Alsn or Grath to see the coach to
know where they were, but he hadn’t had the chance to ask about it. Congdering ther rate of trave,
there was redly only one choice of which inn they were at dong that road ...

Grath entered the inn, then moved forward to look for the landiord while fird Naran and Tamrissa
and then Rion and Vdlant followed. Quite a lot of noise came from the crowded common room to the
left, as someone played a musicd insrument and someone else seemed to be doing something to that
musc. With the left wal of the entry area cutting off Sght of the far end of the common room it wasn't
possible to tdl what, but the whisling and dgpping and shouting of the audience said it was something
extremdy enjoyable.

“Looks like Grath may be havin’ trouble gettin’ us rooms,” Vdlant murmured only loudly enough for
Rion to hear him over the noise. “We may end up havin' to deep in the coach, or maybe even goin’ on to
camp with the convoy.”

Rion looked toward Grath where he stood taking to a boy who had appeared behind the regidration
counter. The boy kept shaking his head, obvioudy disagresing with what-ever Grath said, but Grath
seemed unprepared to accept the denid. It was possible that they haggled over price, Rion redized, as
the price of a room and meds had not been the same in every inn. Ther sojourn was being paid for by
the gold and slver Tamrissa had gotten from that Lord Lanir, and dthough there was dill a surprisng
amount left, Grath might be trying to conserve their funds.

A burgt of laughter and shouting and longer applause came from the common room, but Rion wasn't
distracted from wetching Grath's efforts to get them accommodations. To Rion's left, Vdlant aso
watched the exchange dosdy, possbly thinking the same as Rion: that it might be wise of them to join
Grath. Saving pennies was dl wel and good, but not a the expense of a place to deep. And ther last
med was too many hours behind them for Rion to enjoy the thought of a delay in gtting down to—

“Wdl, h'llo there, lovey,” Rion hdf heard, and then there was a cry of protest in a woman's voice,
Rion turned his head quickly to see that one of the roughly dressed men in the common room had come
into the entrance area, and now had his arms wrapped about Tamrissa. The man was obvioudy drunk, as
were his three friends, who stood in the entrance to the common room and laughed out ther
en-couragement to their crony. Tamrissa, dearly mindful of the caution againgt doing something that



people would remem-ber, struggled futildy to escape the drunkard’ s embrace.

Caution or no, Rion was affronted enough to do some-thing with his own tdent to free Tamrissa, but
wasn't given the chance. Even as Rion took in the Stuation, Vdlant was dready driding toward the
coarse animd pawing Tamrissa. When he reached the pair Vdlant broke the man's grip on the girl,
pulled him away from her, then threw a fig into the drunk’s face. With Valant's entire body behind the
blow, the burly drunkard ssumbled backwards to fdl to the floor at the feet of hisfriends.

The three men had stopped laughing when Valant inter-fered with ther friend's entertainment, and
seemed about ready to come forward in the man's defense. For that reason Rion quickly strode over to
gand beside Vdlant, and a heartbest later Grath had aso joined them. Together they stared at the three
men, who now showed hesitation dong with ther drunken belligerence, and the confrontation held for
severd seconds. Then one of the three bent to help ther fdlen friend to his feet, and dl four staggered
back into the common room to seek safer entertainment.

“Nicely done, people,” Grath said oftly to dl of them, induding a quietly furious Tamrissa “Mogt
people don't go beyond the physcd with those who have been drinking, since it's smarter not to set
them off talent-wise. Are you dl right, Dama Domon?’

“Id be a good dedl better if | could have taught that fool how big a mistake he nearly made”
Tamrissareplied in agrowl. 1 redly hate having to do things this way.”

“Are you sayin’ you find it humiliain’ and frudratin’' to have needed someone dse to rescue you
when you would normdly be perfectly able to rescue yoursdf?” The quiet question had come from
Vdlant, who made no effort to avoid Tamrissa's blazing gaze. “If so, the Stuaion sounds familiar for
some reason—And you're very welcome. | didn't mind helpin’ out in the least, not when | knew how
gracioudy | would be thanked.”

Tamrissa, dill furious, parted her lips to say something, then changed her mind and smply stalked
away to stland done. Naran exchanged a pained glance with Rion before going over to join Tamrissa,
and Rion decided it might be best to change the topic of conversation.

“It seems, Grath, that you were having trouble of some sort taking rooms for us” he sad rather
hedtily. “If it hap-pens to be a matter of cost, let’s disregard the added ex-pense. If it became necessary
for me to dimb back into that coach tonight, I'd very likdy turn violent.”

“You'd certainly have my company in that violence,” Grath commented wryly, then shook his head.
“But the problem ign't cog, it's a matter of avallable space. This inn has become a very popular place in
the area Snce they brought in a troupe of what the boy caled exotic dancers. The girls each do ther
dance, and then they spend the night with the man who bids highest for their company. I’ ve heard about
troupes such as this one, and keeping them here for a week or two will bring in enough gold to let the
landlord completely renovate this place.”

“I'm pleased for the man, but certainly not to the point of being willing to give up a night's deep,”
Rion returned. “Just how short of space are they?’

“There are only two amdl rooms 4ill avallable” Grath answered with a Sgh. “I’ve dready taken the
two, of course, and then tried to offer a bit of a bonus for two more. The boy refuses even to discuss the
possibility, and dams the landlord will fed the same way. The man is currently engaged in overseeing the
dancing and auctions, but | mean to speak to him as soon as he's free. In the meanwhile we can go into
the dining room and have our dinner.”

“We ought to arrange for the drawin’ of lots for one of the two rooms just in case,” Vdlant put in
blandly. “Naran should certainly have one of the two, but I'm not in the mood to give up a possible dam
to the second for Tamrissa. She seems to think that the rules gpplyin’ to me can’t aso be gpplied to her,
and I’ ve decided not to stand for that kind of behavior. Shéll learn to act properly, or she can deegpin
the stable for dl of me”

Rion fdt the urge to protest, but the stedly look in Valant's eyes caused him to change his mind. The
disagree-ment between his two groupmates had changed somehow, and something told Rion that he
would be much better off saying out of the matter. Aslong as humanly possible, that is .. ..

The five of them retired to the dining room then, finding it empty except for two lone travelers who
eech sat done edting. They chose one large table and sat down a it, but the icy, deliberate slence



coming from both Tamrissa and Vdlant put a damper on casud conversation among the other three.
Naran looked a Rion as though she expected hm to do something to change the heavy, chilly
atmosphere, but Rion had dready decided on the better part of vaor. He took Naran's hand and
squeezed it gently, then Smply sat and waited for a serving person to appear.

The servant arrived inonly a few minutes, and shortly theresfter they had something to do with their
mouths other than converse. The food came rather more quickly than ex-pected, and Rion discovered
that that was because it was rewarmed rather than freshly made. At another time he would certainly have
sent it back with his indignation ring-ing in the servingman's ears, but tonight Rion was too hun-gry. He
therefore attacked the roast beef and boiled potatoes rather than the man who brought them, and the
others 9-lently followed his example.

Slently. By med’s end the Slence had long Snce grown grating, with both Tamrissa and Vadlant
pretending that they were done at the table. After spending his edting time think-ing about it, Rion was
quickly coming to the concluson tha the better part of vaor wasnt adways better. Those two
hardheaded groupmeates of his needed a good taking to, and he was just about to begin giving them one
when Alsn Meerk walked into the dining room.

“Algn, you're back!” Grath exclamed, blurting the ob-vious. “Since you probably don’t need me, Ill
go and check on my horse. | want him to know how much I missed him.”

Grath was on his feet and heading out of the room by then, obvioudy having no intention of waiting to
seeif Alsn disagreed. The newcomer, brows raised high, watched Grath disappear, then he came to the
table and took his associate’ s abandoned chair.

“What's wrong with him?" Alan asked, dill looking puzzled. “He didn't seem to be in love with his
horse when | took it this morming.”

“A day can sometimes make a lot of difference” Vdlant remarked, leaning forward to rest his
forearms on the table. “To tdl the truth, I'm hopin’ you can say the same. What did you find out?’

“| found out thet they’re using lethe on their ... guests” Aldn replied, lowering his voice a hit. “It's a
gentle sedartive that can usudly be used for quite a long time without it doing any harm, and they
adminiger it three times a day. That means the captives will come awake in a matter of hours once they
stop teking it, dthough they will be a bit confused and disoriented at fird. I've aso thought of a way to
make use of the information—if it turns out to be pos-sble.”

“What way is tha?’ Rion asked, aso leaning his arms on the table. “I’ve got to tdl you, Aldn, that
the rest of us are agreed: we have to do something now to free our group-mates. If you don’t agree with
that as wdl, we'll amply have to go forward without you.”

“All right, just cam down,” Alsin replied soothingly af-ter glancing at Tamrissa and Vdlant. Ther
concurrence was obvious enough that the man had no need to confirm Rion’sdam in words. “I sad tha
| might have a plan, but it dl depends on just how strong and versdtile a High tdent is. My idea is that we
remove mogt of the lethe from its various barrels and make up the difference with plain water. The water
will be taken from the barrels used by the guardsmen and drivers, and it will be replaced with the lethe. If
we can do that, your people will be awake and their guards ready to fal adeep by lunchtime tomorrow.”

“Won't someone notice the differencein color and taste?” Naran asked while Rion and the others sat
slent. “And how would the substitution be made? By some of us snesking into therr camp and changing
things around?”’

“Lethe is a pae ydlow in color, and only has afantly noticegble taste,” Alan replied with a amile.
“The water in the drinking barrels has been in there too long to ill be clear, and | noticed that dmost
evey driver and guardsman flavored ther ration in some way before drinking it. Not stopping for fresh
water mugt be a ganding order, but no, there won't be any snegking into the camp. I'm hoping that a
High talent in Water magic will be able to handle both the water and the lethe”

And with that he looked toward Valant, his expression frankly demanding an answer to his question.
Rion would have enjoyed being able to say something, but once again hismind had gone blank. A glance
a Tamrissa suggested that she found hersdf in the same quandary, and then Vdlant saved them both the
trouble of racking ther brains.

“l find this redly fascindin’,” he commented, sounding as though he were extremdy pleased about



something. “If you can suggest that, then my private life hasn't been made completely public. With that in
mind, it will be my pleasure to try movin' that lethe around as wdl as the water.”

“What?" Rion ye ped, finding he had company in voic-ing the exclamation. Tamrissa had said dmost
the same thing at dmogt the same time, and Naran joined them in Saring at Vdlant in disbdlief.

“Why are dl of you looking a him like that?” Alsn demanded softly with a frown. “He is a High
tdent, in't he? | didn’'t know if he could handle a liquid other than water, but if he says he can, then he
should be able to. Shouldn’'t he?”

“That’s not quite the question,” Tamrissa ground out, her stare a Vdlant beginning to smolder again.
“You should be asking how he's suddenly able to do anything at dl, when he told us thet his tdent was
gone. I'd like to know if he was lying then or if he'slying now.”

“You can tdl her that | don't believeinlyin',” Vdlant said a once, giving Alsn no chance to reply or
comment. “Not unless it's absolutely necessary, thet is, and the lyin'm won't cause actua harm. When |
sad my taent was gone | believed it, but our fird mornin’ on the road | woke up to find it had returned.
It took a while before | understood what had happened, and your answer to the question | asked
con-firmed my guess.”

“You asked me about the man who had brought your breskfast back in the warehouse,” Aldn
remembered aoud, his frown 4ill in place. “He told you that his brother had the same problem you do
about closed in places, and you asked if the men had ever done anything to hdp his brother when the
brother had to stay in the dormitory. | answered—"

“You answered yes, the man usudly put a mild sedative in his brother’s food,” Valant said, finishing
the story when Alsn's words ended abruptly. “None of us redized it a the time, but the man mus have
done the same with my food. Normdly it wouldn't have mattered, but with the hilsom powder dill
lingerin’ a bit inmy blood, it was like druggin’ me dl over agan.”

“But why didn’t you tdll us you were dl right again? Tamrissa took her turn to demand, the words
amog blurted. “You didn't say asngle word, letting us spend our time—"

She, too, stopped spesking doruptly, just short of the word “worrying,” Rion thought. She dearly
wasn't about to ad-mit that, though, and Valant acted asif he had no idea what she'd been about to say.

“Why would | waste my time tdlin’ things to people who only care about ther own fedin's?’ he
countered bluntly. “They don't care anythin' about me, not when I’'m never dlowed to be human around
them. Human bein's make mistakes and sometimes act emotiondly, but my misakes are adways
considered unforgivable outrages, and so are any shows of emotion. It's been that way more than once
before, but now I find mysdf sck of it. From now on | mean to talk only to people who understand how
humen | am, and who are prepared to accept thet terrible fallin’. Everyone dse can find perfect people to
associate with, which I'll never be. You get somethin’ to eat, Meerk, and I'll wait for you outsde.”

Rion joined everyone e in slently watching Vdlant leave, and once again he had no idea of what to
say. Tam-rissa sat unmoving as she stared sghtlesdy down at the table, and Rion’s heart went out to her.
Vdlant had been incredibly harsh with her, and his tirade had strongly sug-gested that he no longer had
any interest in courting her acceptance. Things were now worse than they had ever been between the
two, and Rion was certain about one thing only:

If Jowvi wasn't returned to their midst soon, there might not be a midst for her to be returned to!

Twenty-One

Vdlant strode out of theinn and closed the door behind him, then he moved more dowly toward the
gable. It had grown rather cool out, but even if it had been downright cold he would have preferred
being outsde to remaining with the others. And for once being closed in had nothing to do with the
preference.

The ground under his feet was hard-packed earth, dry from dl the days it hadn’t rained. Vdlant
paced it in a deliberate way, trying to use his awareness of rain to come to blot out memory of what he'd
sad to Tamrissa. He hadn’t known he was going to say that, it had just come boailing out dl on its own.
Obvioudy things had been building to-ward the outburst ever snce that firg morning ...



Vdlant 9ghed as he remembered how delighted he'd been, waking up dert and strong and redizing
that he was whole again. His firg thought had been to tdl Tamrissa, so that any worry she might be
feding would be lad to rest. He'd dressed quickly and had gone down to the inn's dining room where
she and the others were breskfagting—only to have her raise that brick wal agan. Shed made it
perfectly clear that she wanted nothing more to do with him, and dl because of her interpretation of what
hed happened between them.

Sauffing at the dirt with the toe of one shoe, Vdlat remembered again how he'd fdt. Ashed sat
down to break-fast he'd recdled his intention to win her over agan—and at that point had wondered
why he ought to bother. Because he loved her? Yes, he certainly did ill love her, but he wasn't dso a
lover of pain. And that was dl he seemed to get from her on aregular basis, the pain of accusation.

Leaning a shoulder againg the wall of the inn, Valant fdt that pain dl over again. Ever snce hed met
Tamrissa he' d been guilty of something in her eyes, and he no longer fet willing to accept the accusation.
It was true that he had his problems, but she had problems of her own that she made no effort to solve.
Her lack of trus had her congantly chdlenging his intentions and actions, with everything being
interpreted from her point of view.

The unfairmess of that had obvioudy been edting away at him, until it built to the exploson of a few
minutes earlier. It had been something that had had to be said, but that didn't make the memory of it
eader to live with. HEd ddiberatdy given Tamrissa pan after hed sworn he/d never do that, but
ometimes the truth was more panful than abuse. And we dl owed oursdves and others the
truth—didn’'t we?

Vdlant hadn't quite answered that find question to his own satisfaction when the door to the inn
opened. Meerk appeared, and after dosng the door behind himsdf he walked over to Vdlant.

“I've hired two of the inn's horses, and they’re being saddled now,” Meerk told him in a soft voice,
dearly gar-ing at Valant through the darkness. “We ve got better than an hour’s ride ahead of us, and
then however long it takes you to do what you're going to do. We ought to get back hereintime to get a
few hours deep.”

“If I don't end up fdlin'" off the horse and killin' my-sdf,” Vdlant returned with a weary nod.
“Growin’ up, | spent most of my time in or on the water. The few times | was forced onto horseback, |
didn't exactly cover mysdf with glory.”

“It just takes practice,” Meerk assured him, dearly trying to be supportive. “There are dso some
tricks to make the time a bit easier, and snce | need you dive I'll just have to share them. I'd let you
practice some around here—if we had the time. Unfortunately, | don’t think we do.”

“You've changed your mind?’ Vdlant asked, suddenly very intent on the conversation. “Did
something happen to cause that?’

“You might say 0,” Meerk agreed with a judicious nod. “After | discovered that it was lethe which
they were giving to the captives, | had the time to look around a bit, so to speak. I'd had to wait urtil
they’ d made camp before | was able to get close enough, and a sngle piece of information seemed too
little for the amount of time I'd spent trailing after them.”

Vdlant nodded his understanding, at the same time en-couraging the man to continue, which he did.

“It suddenly came to me to wonder just how much they carried in the way of supplies” Meerk said,
glancing around every now and again in an obvious effort to make certain they weren't being overheard.
“It's been dlear that they’re under orders not to come in contact with any towns or vil-lages or even inns
or roadhouses. This road trends westward without going through any towns, and that's probably why
they're usng it. When | checked, they only had another three or so days of supplies left.”

“Which means they expect to get where they’'re gain' in less time than tha,” Vdlant sad,
underdanding a once. “You never take exactly enough supplies, not unless you have no choice.
Unexpected ddlays are dways croppin’ up, so you're best off plannin’ for them from the beginnin’. 1I'd
just like to know how much overage they dlowed for: asngle day, aday and ahdf, two days?*

“That's the quedtion that changed my mind,” Meerk said with another nod. “They probably don't
have more than a angle day’s extra rations, not when they can dways find a place to buy supplies in a
red emergency, but | can’'t quite make mysdf count on that. If the guess turns out to be wrong, we could



lose every captive in the convoy.”

“Where are those horses?’ Vdlant asked, aoruptly turn-ing toward the stable. More urgency filled
him now than ever before, and the need to be on hisway rose up and hed him with a heavy hand.

It wasn't redly long before a stableboy led out two mounts, but to Vdlant it dmog fdt like hours.
Meerk tossed the boy a couple of coppers, joining Vdlant in ignoring the stablehand's very obvious
curiosty. People rardly hired horses from an innin the dead of night, and not to be re-turned in just a few
hours. It wasn't asif theinn didn’'t have femdes available if that was what they were after ...

Vdlant could dmost hear the boy’s thoughts, but he pushed away everything but the need to
remember the little he knew about riding horses. Mounting was no problem, and it was pleasant to find
that the tirrups were the proper length, but that was the last of Vdlant's pleasure for a while. When
Meerk urged his horse into motion Vdlant's mount followed, amos unsedting Vdlant with the
unexpected mo-tion.

Hanging on with knees and figts kept Valant seated until they moved a short way down the road, and
then Meerk took some time to offer the hdp he'd promised. It didn't megicaly make Vdlant a master
rider, but aso being told that Meerk’ s tdent had a light hold on both horses to keep them under control
a least let Vdlant rdax a bit. The horse couldn’t possbly run away with him, a comforting thought he
redly needed.

It was closer to an hour and a hdf before they reached the vidnity of the convoy. Vdlant happily
joined Meerk in dismounting and tying his horse, then followed the man through the sparse woods to the
camp. They had to slently skirt a bored sentry, but that turned out to be no trouble at dl. A par of
moments later they stopped near some bushes, just beyond the dearing the convoy had camped in.

“There's another dearing a short distance away from this one with a corra built in it,” Meerk said in
an dmogt soundless whisper. “All the horses are in it, with guards around its perimeter.”

Vdlant nodded as he studied the ten large wagons which had been drawn up in a hdf circle around
the dearing. The canvas endosng each of them made it impossble to see what they contained, but
Vdlant's aility told him there were human beings indde. That particular arangement and amount of
water could meen nothing else, but that was dl he got. Nothing in the way of an awareness of Jowi and
Lorand came, and that set Vdlant to worrying. What if Meerk’s informaion was wrong, and ther
groupmetes were somewhere dse entirdy ... ?

Taking a deep breath, Vdlant forced himsdf back to cadm. There might not be evidence that Jowvi
and Lorand redly were there, but there dso wasn't proof that they were sewhere. The only thing to do
was to go ahead as planned and hope they weren't wasting their time. If he hadn’t been so agitated, he
would have thought to ask Rion to accom-pany them. If the two of them linked up, they might have had
more success in searching for thelr groupmates.

But that was no longer possible, and Valant redized he'd better hurry. The coming ran was no
longer as far off asit had been, and it would be best to get through and away before it arrived. Some of
the guardsmen had rolled up in their blankets near the dying fire rather than finding places under the
wagons. Once the rain started, they would surdy be awake and trying to find a place to keep dry.

So Vdlant opened wide to the power, then reached out to look around with something other than his
eyes. A lage water barrd was tied to each of the wagons, and indde each wagon was a smdler keg
containing something other than water. The liquid in the smdler keg was aily to Valant's senses, dick and
denser than water. A part of the liquid was water, but certainly not dl of it.

Never before had Valant tried to use his meagic on a liguid other than water, and he frankly didn’t
even know if it was supposed to be possible. What he did know, however, was that he had to try, and
not only try but succeed. Jowi and Lorand's safety was at stake, and in that particular cir-cumstance
there was nothing he would refuse to try.

Spreading out fingers of talent, he began to examine the ally liguid more closely. Removing the water
from it would have been ampliaty itsdf, but that wasn't what he had to do. His am was to move the
entire volume of liquid to the large water barrel, and then replace it with undiluted water. But he firs had
to get agrip on the liquid, and the ailiness was making that difficult. His menta fingers kept diding off ...

Vdlant usudly pushed hard when he had a problem, but suddenly something told him to ease off



ingtead. Pushing works to free a wagon stuck in the mud, but not dl by itsdf. The best idea is to combine
pushing and pulling, the two actions producing what both individudly cannot. Pushing combined with
puling ... and the memory of plaited pat-terns done with ropes of water ...

And that was the key he needed. Those patterns he' d been taught ... the fools usng them thought of
them as nathing but exercises, completey missng the fact that they were the means of reaching higher
and more digant leves of ability. It was something Valant wanted to look into more thor-oughly, but
right now there was something more pressing which had to be done.

Usng a variaion of one of the patterns, Valant was able to get a grip on the aily liquid. Trandferring
it to the com-panion water barrel on the outside, then returning pure warter, took very little time, but the
process had to be repeated ten times. Then Vdlant checked the entire camp for other containers which
might hold water, and found more than a dozen waterskins. Most of them were ether attached to
sad-dles or stowed under wagon seats, and Valant quickly ex-changed their contents as well.

“What'swrong? Meerk suddenly asked inawhisper. “It'staking so long ... aren’t you able to find a
way to do it? We ve got to get out of here before the rain starts.”

“We can leave right now,” Vdlant whispered back, fed-ing more exhilarated then tired. “It's dl
done, except for those waterskins containin’ acohol rather than water. There were jugt a few of them,
and hopefully their owners don't start to drain them firg thing in the mornin’.”

“You did the waterskins too?” Meerk asked, looking startled. “I hadn’'t expected—Well, that was
redly good work. Let's get back now.”

Vdlant nodded and carefully followed Meerk back to-ward the horses, dl the while wondering why
the man had been surprised. HE'd made a point of saying that Valant was supposed to be a High taent,
and shouldn’'t a High talent be expected to do a thorough job? Unless Meerk had had something esein
mind ...

Like hoping that Valant would fal when they needed him the mogt. Valant untied his horse and
mounted slently, doing nothing to show the agitation suddenly in his thoughts. Their am dl dong had
been to free Lorand and Jowvi, but suddenly Meerk appeared to have an objective of his own. And,
since he seemed to have been hoping for Vdlant's falure, that objective could only have Tamrissa & its
center.

While their horses picked a careful way through the woods and back to the road, Vdlant ddiberately
kept him-s=f from glancing &t Meerk. He'd been fully aware of the burly man's attraction to Tamrissa,
but since nathing overt had been said or done, Valant had let the matter ride. Now ...

Now it was time to wonder if Meerk hadn't decided to sacrifice Lorand and Jowvi, which could very
wel make Tamrissa more avallable. If there was no Blending for Tam-rissato be a part of, and if Vdlant
were exposed as less than what he was supposed to be ... But there had been those words between him
and Tamrissa, and he hadn’t been exposed as less, so what would the plan be now?

And just how rdiable would Meerk be tomorrow, when they made the red effort to free their
groupmetes ... ?

Twenty-Two

“My lords and ladies, thank you for coming to this meet-ing,” Kambil said, smiling gravely at the
assembled throng. “If you've dl gotten refreshments, we can move on to the reason why you're here.”

Kamhbil paused to look around, but no one jumped up to refill a teacup or snatch a finger cake. In
point of fact most of his audience looked as though they would be happier with a drink a good ded
stronger than tea. The rest looked as though they would be happiest away from the palace com-pletely,
but that desire they weren’t about to be granted. They dl currently sat in a medium-szed audience room,
with guest chairs arranged more or less casudly across the floor. Seeting for the Five was on a dightly
rased dais, and just now only two of those seats were filled.

“Lord Bron and | are medting with dl of you today be-cause of the disturbing news which has been
coming to us over the lagt few days” Kambil continued. “Our public Seeting ceremony was sparsely
atended as far as Advisory representation—your superiors—was concerned, and at firg we fdt hurt.



Then, when we discovered that those who were missng were missng from their homes and offices as
well, we grew concerned. Does anyone here have any idea wha could have become of them?’

Quite alot of shifting and throat-clearing went on at that point, but the congregetion of secretaries
and assgtants to the former Advisors seemed to have nothing to say. Kambil exchanged a glance with
Bron, who showed the same sober visage that Kambil did, then he sghed audibly.

“At this point, 1 don't think I'd mind hearing that they were dl off picnicking somewhere” he
commented, meking no effort to control anyone in the group. There were other Spirit magic users
present, some of them fairly strong Mid-dles ... “You don’'t happen to think that that’s where they are?”

A large number of heads shook in response to that, some with amiles, but ill no words. Most of
them were terrified for one reason or another, and Kambil had to bring them past that.

“It pains me to tdl you this but three of the missng have been located,” he announced, putting as
much sym-pathy and persond angst into the words as possible. “ One was murdered in front of witnesses
and under rather bizarre circumstances, and the other two were victims of ordinary accidents. I'll tdl you
frankly thet we don't like the sound of any of it, and we ve sent representatives out to investi-gate.”

“If we're going to be frank, let's be blunt as well,” Bron put in, dso looking around at the group
seated with them. “We expected to lean rather heavily on the advice of those long experienced men, but
suddenly they’re gone and we're Ieft twigting in the wind. If someone considered it a good idea to do
away with dl those innocent people just to make us look bad, they won't think as much of the idea once
we catch up to them—and that | promise you.”

“Surdy no one here could be part of something like that, Bron,” Kambil said once the muttering
comments had died down a bit. The combination of the suggestion and Bron's grim attitude concerning it
hed affected their audience pos-itively, the firg step past ther resstance that Kambil had been trying for.

“There may or may not be someone out to do us harm,” Kambil went on, “but nevertheess people
are baing hurt and killed. | agree that we have to get to the bottom of the mystery, and that’s one of the
main reasons we asked you here. Y ou people are the ones who worked most dosdy with the men who
are misang and dead. 1an't there anything any of you can tdl us to make the search a bit easier? If wha
you say points usin the right direction, please be as-sured that our gratitude will be golden and weighty.”

That caused even more muttered comments, so Kambil left his seet on the dais and went to the tea
sarvice to refill his cup. Giving thelr audience a chance to think things over and find what to tdl them
about would only be an unim-portant beginning. If someone powerful and dangerous was named as a
suspect and it became necessary to remove that person, finding “evidence’ implicating him in one or
more deaths or disappearances would not be difficult.

But the search for the supposed guilty was only an excuse for bringing in these people. Before the
meeting ended he and Bron and Sdendi and Homin would have private meet-ings scheduled with each of
them, firdly to find out what their employers were involved in, and secondly to choose those who would
continue the work. The ided candidate would be capable of handling matters done, but not so
am-bitious that he or she would put private concerns before those of the Five. He would have to make
thefind selec-tions, Kambil knew, but firg the others would help with the weeding out.

Once his cup was refilled, Kambil turned and walked dowly back to his place on the dais. Some of
those in the audience seemed ready to make “hdpful” suggestions, and he was more than ready to ligten.
Bron, too, had noticed the changein attitude, and he therefore exchanged a satisfied glance with Kambil
as Kambil resumed his sedt.

For the next hour he and Bron listened atentively as more and more suspicions and accusations were
voiced, but there was no need to try to remember dl of it. Kambil had ar-ranged for transcribers to ligen
in to wha was said, and a complete and accurate report of the megting would be avail-able later. But
each new person or subject mentioned brought comments from some of those who hadn’t yet spo-ken,
until at the end of the hour the entire group was dmogt to the point of fighting for the chance to speak.

“My lords and ladies, please!” Kambil was findly forced to interrupt, holding up a soothing hand.
“You'll dl have the chance to tdl us everything you think we should know, but thisisn't the best way of
doing it. You'll dl be given appointments with one of our Five for later today or to-morrow, and if more
time is required than we've scheduled, well amply reschedule. I'll call the clerks in now, and those of



you on thelig for this afternoon will remain. The rest of you can return home, until the messengers come
with the times of your gppointments. Thank you for—"

“Excellency, please excuse my interrupting, but | believe | have information you should be given right

The man who had stood to speak looked determined, but his mind quivered with nervousness.
Kambil fdt tempted to dismiss him with a reprimand, but the man's thoughts said he believed he spoke
the truth.

“I'méfraid | don't place you, gr,” Kambil said after a moment, feding the man's immediate extreme
reief. “Please introduce yoursdf and tdl us what you consider so important.”

“Thank you, Excdlency,” he sad with a bow, forcibly keeping himsdf from babbling. “1 am Lord
Rimen Howser, and I'min charge of certain ... delicate matters for Lord Embisson Ruhl. Have you been
told that Lord Embisson was vicioudy attacked by thieves, and now lies badly hurt a home?’

“No, we weren't,” Kambil replied with complete hon-esty, frowning as he exchanged another glance
with Bron. “We were so preoccupied with the Advisors ... Did | say that this has definitdy gotten out of
hand? Do go on.”

“Excellency, | would be pleased to, but | fed that this topic should be reserved for your ears aone”
Rimen replied at once. “With your permisson, of course.”

“Well rdy on your judgment, Lord Rimen,” Kambil agreed, deciding that privacy could only be a
armdl wasted effort if the man exaggerated. “Please reman here &fter the others leave. As for the rest of
you, thank you again for your cooperation.”

Tha was a dismissal none of them could ignore, so they rose, bowed or curtsed, then headed for the
door. The clerks would separate out those who were on the schedule for that afternoon, but the firg of
the interviews would have to walt.

“All right, Lord Rimen, we're alone now,” Kambil pointed out once the door was closed behind the
last of the others. “Just what ddlicate matters are you in charge of for Lord Embisson?’

“It's my responghility, Excdlency, to arange the trans-portation out of Gan Garee for those
candidates for High practitioner who pass the tests” Rimen now spoke without circumlocution, and
Kambil was able to appreciate his ear-lier reticence. “Not everyone is aware of this practice, you
understand, nor do they question the absence of such hope-fuls except for when and where they're
needed. Starting speculation about where they're sent would be completely contrary to everyone's best
interests”

“That's quite true, Lord Rimen,” Kambil agreed, won-dering if the man would prove to be someone
he could use to good purpose—without being controlled. “And what have you learned in the course of
this task that you fed we should know?’

“Allow me to begin the tae from the beginning,” he said, coming forward to take one of the chairs
closest to the dais. “Some days ago | sent out our last convoy, but had to do so with one of its scheduled
passengers missng. One of the fools charged with seeing to the segments until the time of their departure
hed ‘misplaced’ one of them, but he ingsted that it wasn't hisfault. Lady Eltrina Razas had taken a fancy
to the man, and once he was drugged she inssted on ‘borrowing’ the segment until it was time for him to
leave”

“Lady Eltrina Razas” Bron interrupted in amusing tone. *For some reason her name sounds familiar,
and | have the oddest conviction that it has something to do with the com-petitions.”

“It does,” Rimen agreed with a cool smile “Lady Eltrina was in charge of the chdlenging Blendings
which the ani-mds formed, and that was where she saw the one named Ro. He apparently impressed her
S0 gredtly that—"

“Jugt amoment!” Kambil said sharply, no longer wor-rying about the length of the tale Rimen meant
to tel. “Did you say Ro, asin Vdlant Ro? One of the five who faced usin the find competition?’

“Wdl ... yes” Rimen acknowledged, suddenly looking less sure of himsdf. “You have my word that
evarything was perfectly in order, just as it was with the other two members of his group who were
dready in the wagons. |—’

“l don't believe this” Bron said, turning his head to Kambil. “When they were carried off the sands |



assumed it was to have ther throats cut in private. It was difficult to imagine anyone not knowing how
dangerous they were, but apparently | overestimated the intdligence of those who were in charge. They
actudly let those people livel”

“l know exactly how you fed,” Kambil said, furious anger beginning to rise insgde him as he turned
back to Ri-men. “Give us the details quickly, and without extraneous comment!”

“l went to Lady Eltrind's house, and forced her to admit that Ro was no longer in her possession,”
Rimen said im-mediately in obedience, the words fdling over one another. “She sad it was the femde
damed by Lord Lanir who had stolen Ro, so | went to Lord Lanir's secondary estate and found him
mindless from burnout. After that | went to Lady HalinaMardimil’ s town house, and found that she'd left
for Haven Wraithsde—but without her son, whom she, too, had clamed. | came to the concluson that
dl three of them had escaped redtraint, but could not find anyone to report to. Please forgive me,
Excdlency—!”

By then Kambil was on his feet, tumning the ar blue with the foulest curses he could put tongue to.
Three of the five members of the Blending stronger than theirs were free, when dl the time he'd imagined
them safdy dead.

“What about the other two?” Bron demanded harshly when Kambil paused for breath. “You sad
they were a-ready in that convoy of yours, but are you certain? Could they have been carried off without
your knowledge?’

“Absolutdy not,” Rimen denied, his mind confirming the assertion. “I sent the convoy on its way
before going after Ro, and dl the other segments were precisdly where they were supposed to be.”

“That means the three on the loose could be fallowing the convoy,” Bron said, aso now on his feet.
“I have no idea how they would have found out about it, but we can’t assume they didn’t. If they aren’t
hiding out somewhere in the city, they could be falowing the convoy. Where is it headed, and what sort
o placeisit?’

“I—I have no idea,” Rimen stuttered, now even more frightened. “1 send the convoys off in the
direction I'm told to, but only the captains of the escorts know the location of their find destinations. This
one headed west ...”

“Tumn out every member of the guard,” Kamhil growled to Bron, trying to ignore the chill which
threatened to spread dong hisintestines. “I want the entire aty searched, but | also want guardsmen sent
after that convoy. Those people have to be found!”

Bron nodded curtly and headed for the door, and after a moment Kambil strode after him. This
couldn’'t be happen-ing, not now! Not when they were just about to make every-thing turn out right!
Curse those five, curse them! They might il be living now, but once the guard caught up to them it
would be with orders to destroy them on sght!

Twenty-Three

It was raning the next morning, but Rion used his Air magic to put up a shidd for al of us until we
climbed into the coach. Alsn and Vdlant Ro had returned somewhét late the night before, and now Algn
was off again with Grath. Buy-ing a horse for Alsn had depleted our funds even more, but they couldn’t
very wel ride double. Asde from the fact that Grath's horse would have been too overburdened,
someone would surely have noticed.

| settled mysdf on the coach sedt, trying to think about nothing but what was ahead of us, but the
turmail in my mind refused to dlow that. Last night ... last night Vdlant had said things | couldn’t just
dismiss or forget, and even my dreams had been filled with uncertainty and dis-tress. Vdlant had acted
bedly toward me after I'd gotten him out of Eltrina Razas's house, but—was that redly the same as the
way I'd treated him after he/ d taken care of that drunk ... ?

| looked out a the ran while everyone dse took their places in the coach, ligening to the dlent
argument in my head. That argument had been going on since last night, but neither sde could be
considered being even close to win-ning. Had | redly been indgting that Vdlant be perfect? | couldn’t
remember doing that, but | could remember dl the times he' d treated me as though | were helpless. If I'd



man-aged to give that back to him for once, wasiit redly the terrible thing he' d made it out to be?

“Algn said he would have Lidris increase the pace of the horses,” Rion told us as the coach began to
move. “By noon we want to be as close as possible to the convoy with-out being discovered, so we can
take advantage of the St-uation if the guards begin to doze. They'll stop for the noon med and to dose
their captives, and by then we may even have help from the captives themsdaves”

“But we'd better not count on that hdp,” Valant said, looking out of his own window. “Even if the
lingerin' ef-fects of the lethe doesn't keep them from touchin’ the power, their minds may be too
scattered for them to be effective”

“Then well accomplish their rescue by oursdves” Rion sad, dealy refusng to lose his
determination. “No matter what happens or what anyone does to try to prevent it, our groupmates will be
free again by tonight.”

“Rion, what will you do if the guardsmen aren't as deepy as they should be?’ Naran suddenly asked,
the question casud in an odd sort of way. “I mean, what if they’ ve been drinking the sedative the way we
want them to, but some-thing has happened to make them more dert than usud? How will you get
around that?’

“It could happen,” | said, interrupting Rion's gentle pooh-poohing of the idea. “If this is an area
where they’ve learned they have to be epecidly dert, or if some wild animd’s tracks have been
discovered, or if any one of an-other dozen things has happened, they may not be as degpy as we
expect. So Naran's question is worth repesting: what will we do if that’s what we find?’

“All right, we'll do the only thing we can,” Rion said, now conceding the need to make an dternate
plan. “I'll render any patralling guards unconscious by teking away most of their ar, and then do the
same to any others who require a Smilar treetment. Beyond that, it's up to you two.”

“I think ... maybe ... | can do somethin’ more effective than druggin’ their water,” Vdlant said dowly,
now looking a Rion. “I’ve been thinkin' about it, and it might not have been necessary to play with ther
drinkin’ water. Thet testin’ had me puttin’ water into redlly smdl containers, and last night | learned how
to move the lethe around as eadlly as water. | don't know if it's possble, but maybe | can put the
seddtive directly into their bodies ...”

“Without having to wait for them to drink it!"” Rion said in delighted surprise. “What a marvelous
idea! It istoo bad that you didn't think of it last night, but then you and Alsn would have had to take care
of the captives dl done. Now that the rest of us are here to hep ... And what will you do, Tamrissa?’

“Theonly thing | can do,” | replied with a shrug. “1 may have to spread mysdf abit thin, but I'll keep
the guardsmen and drivers away from the wagons. We don't want them threstening to kill our people to
get us to sur-render, so that means well have to make our move only after dl the wagons are empty of
guardsmen and drivers”

“It may not be too easy tdlin’ that,” Vdlant said with a frown. “If we miss seein’ one of them enterin’
awagon, how will we know that he'sin there?’

“I've been thinking about that, and | may have an an-swer,” | replied, trying to fight off the urge to
speak diffi-dently. “People who are awake and active should have a higher body temperature than those
who are unconscious, so | ought to be able to tdl that way. Once we get there and | can look around I'll
know better.”

“We dl need that look around,” Rion said with a nod, taking Naran’s hand in order to stroke it.
“And if we're prepared agang an eventudity that happens to come about, well have Naran to thank for
waning us.”

“No, dlly, | didn't do anything,” Naran protested with a pleased laugh. “I'm just used to thinking
about the poss-hility of the worgt thing hgppening, because it so often does. You three will be the ones
to free the others, and I'm more than happy to just St and watch you do it.”

They exchanged a brief kiss then, which immediatdy made me look out the window again. It wasn't
thet | be-grudged the happiness that Rion and Naran had together, it was Smply that | couldn’t bear to
watch it. I’d had some-thing like that once, and | didn't like to think that | might be responsible for having
logt it.

Most of the moming disappeared behind the distraction of rampaging thoughts, and the slence in the



coach did nothing to dispel those thoughts. The rain continued to fdl in a way that said it would probably
keep up for the rest of the day, and our more-rapid-than-usua progress dong the road sent water
shedting up and away from us. We should have been damp and miserable because of the glasdess
win-dows of the coach, but | had the feding that Rion was block-ing out the rain. So that means we were
amply not-damp and miserable, a least asfar as| was concerned ...

“That's Alsn just ahead,” Vdlant said suddenly as the coach aoruptly began to dow. “He's wavin',
50 he probably wants to talk to us”

The prospect of findly getting down to it made my heart pound a bit faster, but with anticipation
rather then fear. If 1I’d had to st there thinking for much longer, | probably would have ended up
screaming in frudtrated insanity. As it was the coach dowed to a stop, and Alsn rode up on Rion and
Vdlant's 9de of the coach.

“We have a problem,” he announced without preamble, his face looking drawvn as wel as wet. “The
guardsmen and drivers should be ready to nod off by now, but they’re not. In fact they look more
wide-awake than ever, asif they’ re expecting some sort of attack. If we go up againg them now, there's
no tdling what will happen.”

“Yesthereis” | sad a once, before any of the others could comment. “If we go up againg them
now, we Il win the way we're supposed to. If we don't even try, I'll prob-ably be dead of old age before
we do get around toit.”

“In other words, we're goin’ ahead with it,” Valant said as Rion's expression told us he agreed with
me “We can't afford to wait for a time when they’ll be less dert, because they may get to ther
destination before that happens. Y ou do remember our discussn’ the matter last night?’

“Yes, | remember,” Aldn conceded with a 9gh. “I’'m sure you're right, but I'd be happier if we at
least waited urtil tonight. Will waiting another hdf day make that much of a difference?’

“Youtdl us” Rion put frankly, gazing cdmly a Alan. “Can you guarantee that they won't reach ther
dedtination before tonight? If so, I'm sure wée ll agree to wait. If not ...”

“All right, you've made your point,” Alsn grumbled, now looking even more unhgppy than he had.
“The attack goes ahead as planned, eveniif it ian't the best of times. The coach can take you allittle closer
to where the convoy has pulled off the road, but after that you'll have to walk.”

He turned his horse around and moved toward the front of the coach, and we could hear hm saying
something to our driver. After that we began to move again, and the four of us indde the coach
exchanged glances. We redly were about to do it, and once started there would be no turning back.

After about another hdf mile the coach pulled to a stop again. Alsn was right there, and he
dismounted aswe dl got out. I'd spoken quietly to Rion, so what we got out into was the pouring ran.
Rion might need every hit of his strength for the coming confrontation, so wasting it on shidding us from
the rain could end up being fatd instead of just Slly. 1t would hardly kill us to get wet, not when we'd
have no trouble drying off agan—if we won.

Algntied his horse to the coach, then he led off into the woods. Just a short distance up the road it
was possible to see the disturbance of the mud where a large number of wagons had turned off, so we
followed slently into the trees. Letting them know we were there would have been stupid—assuming
they didn’t dready know. If I'd put peo-ple out on guard, they would have been people with the ahility
to know what the approach of other human beings fdt or looked like. Naran had made no effort to go
dong with us, not when we might be needing to defend oursalves in jugst a few short minutes. Having
someone ese to protect in addition to oursaves could mean the difference between victory and defest.

It had been raining too long for it to be any drier under the trees. The grass under my feet kept trying
to snk my shoes into the mud benesath, the bushes showered my clothes with water as | passed, and the
leaves overhead dripped, dripped, dripped. It was the most exdting and enlivening time I'd ever had,
which means | redlly had to work hard to control my excitement. | needed to be cadm and in pos-session
of mysdf ....

And then it came to me that | might be able to hep us get closer without the sentries noticing us. In
this weather the best sentries would have Fire magic as wdl as Earth magic, but there was nothing | could
do about those with Earth magic. Fire magic, though, was ancther story ....



“Hold up a minute” | whispered to Algn, causng him to pause in the cautious way he'd been
advancing. We'd just passed Grath's horse, tied to a tree, so the convoy couldn’t be dl that far ahead.
“Just how close are we now?’

“We're dmog there” he answered in a return whisper, his face creased into a frown. “If you'll just
be patient—"

“No, no, I'm not being impatient,” | interrupted, wiping my face with one hand. “If we're dmost
close enough to be detected, | think | can arrange a distraction.”

“Thengotoit,” he said, loang the frown. “We re a-most close enough to step on them.”

| nodded to acknowledge that, then took a better grip on the power before sending out my ahility.
Wha | now used was the fingers of my tdent, trying to touch with them what | couldn’t yet see. | didn’t
know if it would work, but it couldn’t redly hurt to try ... especidly if | ... diffused the srength | used,
meking it hard to tdl from which direction it came ...

All these new ideas were something | wanted to think about, but right now there waan't time. My
searching fingers of tdent had found something, and it took no more than a moment to understand whét.
There were alarge number of sources of heat, the stronger sources undoubtedly horses. The lesser ones
hed to be the guardsmen and drivers, and the least were surely the captives. There was aso a pattern of
sorts to ther placement, especidly the one lesser source of heat closest to us That must be Grath,
watching them while Alsn brought us back.

There were other individud sources of heat ranged around the area where dl the others were, and
those mugt be the sentries. | could tdl just where they were, so | picked two places, one on each of the
far 9des of the camp, and heated patches of ar in those places. The patches ought to be ob-vious to
anyone with Fire magic, even Low talents, and aso ought to distract those taents from our approach.

“All right, let’s continue on now,” |1 whispered once it was done. “And since the digtraction won't be
good for more than a few minutes, let’s hurry.”

“What did you do?’ Algn asked, his expresson more than curious. “I think | hear some shouting ...
No, never mind. You can tdl me later, once thisis behind us”

He turned and hurried on then, and in another moment we reached Grath where he stood and
watched the camp. The scout turned to look at us, his expresson dmosgt a match to the one Alsn had
worn.

“Is one of you responsible for that minor riot?" he asked, gesturing toward the camp we could just
see through the trees. “They were dert but quiet a minute ago, and now they're dl running around
because someone shouted an darm.”

“Yes, Dama Domon supplied a digtraction,” Aldn an-swered softly with his own digraction in his
voice. “If none of them are coming our way, thismay be the best time to do whatever it is you three mean
to do.”

“None of them are coming thisway,” | confirmed, able to tdl that easly. “The only problem is, three
of the wagons have people in them who aren’t captives. And now that I'm redly looking, | can see tha
the captives body temperatures aren’t as low as degping peoples should be. Some of the captives are
gpparently coming out of it more rgpidly than others, but they dl seem to be coming out of it.”

“We should have thought of that,” Valant said, spesking primarily to Alsn. “By takin' them off the
seddive and lettin’' them come awake, we ve brought atention to them. Those who give them the
sedatives have to have noticed, and that may be why they aren't fdlin’ adeep. Ther victims aren’t being
good, docile captives, and they’ re worried.”

“Then we' d better get to it,” Rion said, Sraightening where he stood. “Tamrissa, can you direct me to
the wagons which have other than captivesin them?’

“Good ideg,” | said, knowing immediatidy what he meant. “If you put those guardsmen out fird, we
won't have to worry about what they’ re doing when we go after ther friends. The wagons they’re in are
the third, seventh, and ninth ones, counting from the firg in line”

Rion nodded and looked toward the wagons, and three minutes later the sources of body hest that
had to mean guardsmen were horizontd instead of verticd. All three of them had gone down together,
which means | was im-pressed.



“All right, it's done,” Rion said once the bodies had been down for an additiona minute. “Please
keep a watch on themif you can, Tamrissa, to see if they come awake again too quickly. If they do and
we haven't won yet, I'll have to put them down a second time. What do we do next?’

“Next it smy turn,” Vdlant said, dso drawing himsdf up. “If Tamrissawill guard the wagons againgt
anyone doin’” anythin’ foolish with the last of ther strength, we ll seeif it works.”

Aldn and Grath exchanged a glance filled with nervous curiogty, but neither of them asked Valant
what he meant. And Valant was too absorbed in gazing toward the wagons to notice them. We could
now see quite a number of men in uniforms—and men in ordinary clothes—running about around the
wagons, modly shouting and pointing in the di-rection of my distraction. | watched those men, some of
them having begun to look in other directions as well—and then many of them began to stagger! It was
asif something had hit dl of them at the same time, as if they were puppets and someone had begun to
cut ther grings.

Most of the menin view sat or fdl to the ground, and so did the heat sources | was dill able to detect
on the far 9de of the camp. Valant was putting the lethe directly into them, into ther blood, probably,
and the idea of that was rather dartling. It's one thing to put aliquid into asmdl jar, quite another to put it
into the tiny channels which carry our blood around our bodies. But he seemed to be doing it, and the
guardsmen and drivers were responding by faling over.

But not dl of them. When | found mysdf moving toward the line of wagons Rion and Vdlant were
right with me, and Vdlant ill wore that look of concentration. Probably because some of the men were
dill fighting to stay on ther feet, sruggling to keep awake despite the sedative being put into them. They
were the only ones dill between us and our Blendingmates so we didn’t let thair stubbornness keep us
away, but we did watch them.

And that turned out to be a very wise decison. | suppose there are dways people around who don’t
react to things the way everyone ese does, and three of those guardsmen refused to fdl over. They were
big men, tdler and huskier than those around them, and when they saw us coming to-ward them they
drew long, ugly-looking knives, and one led the other two in atacking us

If you've ever been attacked by screaming, wild-looking men coming toward you at a shambling run,
you may be able to understand how | fdt. That sort of thing has to be terrifying even if you're used to it,
dthough | can't imagine how anyone might get used to it. The part of me not touch-ing the power wanted
to scream and run in the other direc-tion, away from the madmen who were clearly ready to end my life

But the part of me which did touch the power reacted differently to that sort of thing. One of the
three came di-rectly toward me, and he was the one given full attention. | stopped to regard him camly
while he came near enough to dash down at me with that long knife, and then—and then his knife moved
through a flash of flame so intense that most of the blade vaporized as it passed through. Lack of baance
caused him to stumble when the downward arc of his swing found him left with little more than a hilt, and
he stood gawking supidly between me and what was I€eft of his weapon.

Rion stood to my left, and out of the corner of my eyes I’ d been adle to see that the man who swung
his knife a him had aso not reached his target. The knife came to a jarring stop in front of and above
Rion's head, probably because of a shidd of hardened air. Fear paed the man's face, just as it did with
the manin front of Vdlant, who stood to my right. Thet time it was athick layer of ice which stopped the
knife, and dl three men were dearly shaken. Then they were choking and fdling to their knees, which
obvioudy meant that Rion had taken away their ar. They might have ressted the sedative, but lack of ar
to bresthe can't be resisted.

As soon as the three stopped moving, Rion, Valant, and | continued toward the wagons with Alsn
and Grath tralling dong behind. I'd expected to have to look through dl of them, but now that Rion and
Vdlat stood so close to me, something about the Sxth and ninth wagons seemed to draw me. And |
waan't the only one who fdt that, as Vdlant gestured toward the ninth wagon.

“Let’'s start with thet one,” he suggested, saring & itinthe sameway | did. “I have thisfedin'...”

“And so do |I,” Rion agreed after glancing a me. “It seems to be drawing me in some way, and I'd
say that Tamrissa dso fedsit. Are @ther of you getting anything from that wagon three places ahead?’

“Y ou mean the Sxth wagon,” | said as Vdlant Smply nodded. “Yes, it's just the same. But this one is



closer, 0 let’s Sart here”

“Wait just aminute” Algn cdled from behind us as we began to move again. “What about the rest of
the guards-men and drivers? | don’t see more than hdf of them scat-tered around on the ground here.”

“The rest are scattered around on the ground beyond the wagons,” | replied, amiling over my
shoulder in order to soothe his nervousness. “Aren't you close enough to them to tdl?’

“Only just barely,” he said after a second’s worth of hesitation, his brow wrinkled with effort. “And
yes, you're right, they are dl out of it. If you three are sarting with the ninth wagon, Grath and | will start
with the tenth.”

“Good ideg,” Vdlant told him, an odd ... reserve of sortsin his voice. “Jugt keep hdf a taented eye
open in case some of these guardsmen start comin’ around too soon. If you find one that does, just give
usashout.”

Aldn nodded, and he and a disturbed-looking Grath headed for the wagon behind the one we had
the mogt in-terest in ...
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Rion helped Tamrissainto the wagon, then followed with Valant close behind. It was dim indde the
wagon with the canvas closed tight dl around, but Tamrissa took care of that by cregting a bdl of
brightness which she hung in the ar above them. That let them look around, to see the Sx pdlets on
which 9x people lay, the pallets arranged three to each sde of the wagon. The people, men and women
both, were moving in discomfort, as though they were get-ting ready to awaken. In the middle of the
wagon a guards-man lay dumped in unconsciousness, one of those Rion had put down earlier. And at the
front of the wagon, moving even more then the others, was—

“Jowi!” Tamrissa cried, stepping quickly over the un-conscious guardsman to rush to their sgter’s
gde. She kndt and raised Jowi with an am around her shoulders, then smoothed the tangle of her
once-beautiful hair. “Jowvi, it's Tamrissa. Can you hear me? Can you wake up dl the way?’

“Tam-ma ...” The word was durred and garbled and very soft, but Jowi was actudly trying to
gpeak! “Too ... much ... floating ... Help ... wake up ...”

“| think she means she needs hdp to wake up,” Tamrissa said, looking up at them with distress. “We
can't do any-thing to help, but maybe Alsn can. Rion, please go and cdl himin here”

“l don't think that will do it,” Valant said, putting a hand to Rion's am to keep him from leaving.
“Now thet I've got the fed of that sedative, | can tdl it'sin Jowvi’s blood—but it's too spread out for me
to remove it. Meerk’ s just a Middle, so it's probably beyond him to remove it as wdl. WE |l just have to
wait until the lethe is washed out of their systems by their own bodies.”

“Lorand could probably filter it out, but Alan's not Lor-and,” Rion was forced to agree when
Tamrissa looked as though she might argue with what Valant had said. “Most likdy they’ll dl have to
come out of it on their own, which might actudly be for the best. We should prepare for their awakening,
and do something permanent about the guards-men and drivers”

“And while we're & it, let's get Lorand and put him in here with Jowvi,” Valant said with a nod.
“That way Tam+-rissa can be guardin’ the two of them together while we take care of the ones who kept
them like this”

Tamrissal's nod showed she'd changed her mind about arguing, and she went back to paying
atention to Jowi while Rion and Vdlant gave thar own attention to the un-conscious guardsman. The
two of them carried the man out of the wagon and put him on the ground near his compan-ions, then
Rion followed Vdlant to the sxth wagon. They dimbed insde and peered through the dimness, and sure
enough, the middle palet on the left-hand side held Lor-and's feebly struggling body. Once they found
him, Vdlant went to one knee beside the pal€t.

“It's Vdlant and Rion, Lorand,” Vdlant said dowly and dearly, a hand on ther brother’s shoulder.
“You keep tryin' to wake up, but don’'t worry about what's happenin’. They had you for a while, but
we ve got you back now.”

“Vd-nt,” Lorand croaked, obvioudy trying to open hiseyes. “Where .. 'm |7’



“Right now you're in a wagon,” Vdlant answered, “but in a few minutes you'll be in a different
wagon. I'm goin’ to carry you to where Jowi and Tamrissa are, and Tamrissa will keep you both
company until you wake up. Y ou won't be worryin', will you?’

“No ... won't ... worry,” Lorand mumbled, his agitation eased quite a bit. “Need ... t'wake ... up.”

“That’sright, you concentrate on wakin' up,” Vdlant agreed, then looked up a Rion. “I'll pick him
up, then you ought to take that palet so we'll have somethin® to put him on in the other wagon. But I'll
need help gettin’ him out of here without droppin’ him.”

“Heping ismy specidty,” Rion answered with asmile “I'll dimb out with the pdlet, and then I'll take
half hisweght. That ought to let you get out easly enough.”

Vdlant nodded his agreement, then reached down to pick up Lorand. Rion used his ability to help
with that, too, as Lorand was far from being a smal man. After that it was Imply a maiter of teking the
palet out and giving the same kind of help with Lorand a second time, which let Valant just dide out of
the wagon. Then they carried their burdens back to the wagon Jowi was in, and in another few
mo-ments Lorand was settled right beside Jowvi.

“You two and Alsn and Grath had better get on with doing something about those guardsmen,”
Tamrissa said once she had settled hersdf between their groupmates. “Some of them are beginning to
dir, especidly the ones you put out fird, Rion.”

“Then we'll take care of them fird,” Rion said, his agree-ment more grim and merciless than his
fedings had ever been before. He' d had no idea that he had it in him to be so hard and harsh, but these
people deserved nothing better. Even if they weren't privy to what would be done with ther captives,
they dill had to know thet they were taking in-nocent people to what might just be their doom. Claming
they were amply following orders was an excuse Rion was unwilling to accept.

The guardsmen he'd put out firg were indeed dirring, so he smply put them out agan—aong with
the others who were trying to fight againgt the sedative. Alan and Grath had come out of the tenth wagon
by then, and Alsn admit-ted that there was nothing he might do to hurry dong the process of waking.
With that in mind they dl put ther backs into carrying the guardsmen and drivers to the middle of the
camp, where they lined them up in easy-to-see rows. Tying them with rope would have been a waste of
time, of course, sSince anyone with even a Low tdent in Fire magic could have gotten themsdves and the
rest of their friends loose with very little effort.

But chains were another matter, and it was Aldn who discovered that each guardsman had a set of
fettersin his saddlebags. That meant there weren't quite enough to chain the guardsmen and drivers both,
a least not individudly. It did prove possible, though, to chain their prisoners wrigt to ankle in the row,
one man’'swrigt chained to the next man’s ankle, and that man's ankle chained to the next man’swrist.

It took quite awhile to get dl that done, and once they were through Rion quieted everyone who was
beginning to gir again. Then they began to look for the convoy’s sup-plies, as they were now hungry
enough to eat some of the surrounding trees. That, at least, was the way Rion fdt, but the quick way the
others agreed to look for food suggested that they fdt the same. They'd decided agangt buying their
lunch at the inn in which they’ d spent the night, contrary to what had become their habit with other inns.

The previous night had seen them sgueezed into three amdl rooms—the third grudgingly supplied by
the land-lord—and bresakfast that morning had actudly been reheated rather than freshly made. Rion had
accepted that with dinner the night before, but a breakfast done the same was inex-cusable. So they
hadn’t bought any lunch, and now needed something to remove the memory of their terrible breakfast.

The supplies carried by the convoy were surprisingly lav-ish, and Grath took over preparing the med
while the others looked on. The scout indsted on doing so, and Smply glanced a Rion and the others.

“You three don’t have to stand there watching me” he said with a look of amusement. “1 promise not
to eat it dl mysdf, and I'll even call you when it's ready.”

“What else have we got to do?” Aldn asked as he stretched a large tarpaulin across a section of the
wet grass. At lesst it had stopped raining, for the moment, anyway. “Everything ese is taken care of, and
now dl we can do iswait for the captives to wake up.”

“You might try getting some of them up and waking,” Grath suggested as he added wood to the
sheltered fire which had been built by the convoy people. “I'm told that sedatives wear off more quickly



like that, and the sooner they’re dl awake and aert, the sooner we can be on our way.”

“There mugt be gxty people in those wagons” Vdlant pointed out as Alsn's expression said he was
inthe midst of considering the suggestion. “Since it will take two of us to wak one of them around, well
dill be here next week if wakin' is the only way to wake them. I'm for waitin' and Iettin’ them do it by
themsdves”

Rion saw aflash of frudration in Grath's expression, but it wasn't possible to argue the logic of what
Vdlat had said. Grath was apparently even more eager than they were to leave that area, and Rion
couldn’'t redly blame him. But instead of arguing in a lost cause the man went back to gving dl his
atention to fixing them amed, and it wasn't long before the food was ready to eat. Rion got up and went
to cdl Tamrissato join them, and when she left the wagon she did so with aamile.

“They actudly each sat up for afew minutes” she said, rdief clear in her lovey eyes. “They're pulling
out of it more and more rgpidly, so in afew hours they ought to be back with us. But what about Naran
and our driver? They ought to be just as hungry as we are.”

“I'm certain they are, which iswhy | mean to cdl them next,” Rion assured her with his own amile
“I'll be back with them in just alittle while”

“At leadt the rain has stopped for now,” Tamrissa said, looking up at the sky. “It doesn’t appear
ready to be stopped for good, but it's nice not to need a canopy to stand under. We Il probably have to
put one up when it’stime to feed the captives. I'm sure they’ Il wake up ravenous.”

“It will probably prove easier to feed them in ther wag-ons,” Rion said, consdering the logigtics of
thething. “They'Il surdly want to wak around even if the rain starts again, but egting will be more easily
accomplished ingde the wagons.”

“You're probably right,” Tamrissa agreed, her atention more on the food than on the conversation.
“Let’sdiscussit later.”

That was the most sensible suggestion Rion had heard in a long while, so he quickly agreed and then
headed for where the coach had been left. Getting back to it was faster than leaving it had been, as he no
longer had to worry about meking noise. Naran and Lidris, the driver, stood together beside the coach,
and answered his amile with ones of their own.

“Your expression says you were successful,” Naran of-fered as soon as she saw him, her own face
lighting up. “1 knew you would be, but | can’'t seem to get out of the habit of worrying anyway.”

“There's nathing left to worry about, my love” Rion told her as he folded her in his ams. “The
guardamen and drivers are dl subdued, and the captives are beginning to wake up. We should have just
enough time to take amed of our own before we need to see about theirs, and ours is aready prepared.
If Lidriswill pull the coach off the road and into the trees, we can dl go back and eat.”

“If nth’ horses don” wanna pull, I'll do 'er m'sdf,” Lidris said with enthusiasm, obvioudy as hungry
as Rion. “Gimme a quick minnit.”

The man climbed up onto the box in what must have been record time, then the coach was maving
through the wet grass and into the trees. Rion hoped they’ d be able to free the coach again from the mud
as he and Naran followed, but there was no hdp for it. Leaving the coach where it could be easlly seen
would be like pogting a Sgn announc-ing their whereabouts.

As soon as the coach was taken care of, Rion led the two people back to where the convoy had
camped. He used Air magic to keep the dripping trees from soaking the three of them, even though he
hadn't redly dried off from the firg time. Now that the confrontation was over, he d have to speak to
Vdlat or Tamrissa about ridding him of the dampness. It was deuced uncomfortable, one of the few
new experiences Rion had had that he had no interest in expe-riencing again—or even longer this firg
time.

When they reached the others, he discovered that they’d waited their own med until everyone might
eat. That had been thoughtful of them but completely unnecessary, afact he mentioned even as he joined
Naran infilling metd plates. The others, seated on the tarpaulin which Alsn had spread, had aready filled
their plates and were now digging in rather than answering his protest. He quickly did the same,
reflect-ing that he' d never known how good fried beefcakes and potatoes and biscuits could taste.

“I've had a thought,” Tamrissa leaned over to murmur to Rion once they'd dl sat back with what



was |eft of their tea “It's possible that if you and | and Vdlant link up with Lorand, we can lend him the
luddity and strength to clear his own system of the lethe. We can't indude Jowi because two cloudy
minds might throw the rest of us off, but once Lorand is back he can do the same for her.”

“And you're not mentioning this aloud because we dill don’t know exactly how our friends will react
to actudly being with a functioning Blending,” Rion returned in the same murmur. “I agree with your
caution, and aso gpplaud your idea. Once you return to the wagon, I'll tdl Vdlant and then he and | will
‘groll over’ to see how our group-mates are doing.”

She smiled and nodded to that, then finished her tea and arose from the tarpaulin. After thanking
Grath for the won-derful medl, she mentioned her intention to return to Lorand and Jowvi, then did so.
Rion had, in the interim, whispered to Naran what they were going to do, so she made no effort to join
him when he got to his own feet and approached Vdlant.

“Tamrissa has had a rather good idea” Rion murmured after crouching beside his groupmate.
“We're gaing to try to link up in order to free Lorand of the lethe, and then Lorand can do the same for
Jowvi. But let’s not mention it aloud, as we have no idea how our companions will take to seeing us work
as aBlending”

Vdlant, who had been dpping histea, smply nodded, and after draining his cup and putting it aside,
arose to stand next to Rion.

“Rion has just been sayin' how unfar we're ben’, leavin' Tamrissa to tend to Jowi and Lorand
aone” he announced wryly. “I'm ashamed to admit it, but the thought never occurred to me despite the
fact that he's right. If you'll excuse us for a short while, well go and give her a hand and some
company.”

Everyone immediatdy agreed that that was what they should do, so they were able to leave the
edting area and walk toward the wagon where their groupmates were. Rion marveled at Vdlant's ahility
to come up with a plausble excuse for their going on such short notice, and decided he needed to learn
that trick. It was bound to come in handy many times during his life from now on.

“Grath dmost made a redly bad mistake” Vdlant com-mented once they were out of easy earshot
of the others. “When he started makin' our tea, he used water with a redly high concentration of that
letheinit. If 1 hadn’t no-ticed and removed the sedative, we might be needin’ clearin’ up ourselves about

“That's a serious blunder,” Rion said, feding the frown creasing his face. “Doesn’'t he know about
what you did lagt night?’

“Apparently he didn't know until this morin',” Valant replied. “Meerk said somethin’ about how
surprised Grath was when he found out once the two of them got here. He hadn’t known doin’ what |
did was possible, and for some reason it unsettled him.”

“I think we need to discuss this with Tamrissa,” Rion decided doud. “I’ve noticed something mysdf
that doesn’t St quite right, and we could conceivably be in danger.”

Vdlant raised his brows at that, but snce they were just gpproaching the wagon he didn’'t ask for any
detalls. That was just as wdll, as repesting himsdf wasn't one of Rion's favorite doings. They dlimbed
indde, walked to where Tam-rissa waited with Jowi and Lorand, sat down near her, then told her what
Vdlat had been involved with. Once he'd finished repesating his story, Rion took histurn.

“Qur coach has been left out in plain view at every inn which we ve stopped a,” he said, spesking to
the both of them. Jowvi and Lorand were gpparently drifting in and out of deep, jus as the othersin the
wagon were. “As you may know, it's rather unique in style and color and therefore essly recognizable.
Since we ve been moving a a set pace dl dong and there’ s been only one inn we would likdy be at,
why do you think that was necessary?’

“Obvioudy it was for the convenience of someone other than our own party,” Tamrissa replied
angrily. “Alsn told me that he's absolutdly certain about the loydty of dl of his members, but now I'm
dating to believe that that's widhful thinking. It looks like the nobility planted an in-former in his group,
S0 now they probably know exactly where we are. What can we do about it?’

“Theré s nothin” we can do until Jowwi and Lorand are back to the way they're supposed to be”
Vdlant answered, draightening where he sat. “That means we need to try your idea as quickly as



posshble”
There was no arguing with that, so Rion aso sraightened and prepared himsdf. Joining together

without Jowi as the center of their group would be difficult, he thought, and was therefore surprised
when he and Tamrissa and Vdlant im-mediatdy linked up with Lorand with no trouble at dl. Lor-and
had had to be brought to the power, so to speak, but once he had been, there was nathing to stop an
entity from forming.

But not the sort of entity they were accustomed to. This entity was lacking in depth and ability, but
the entity was able to know that part of its problem was caused by one of its members. That one had
something dragging at its system and tdent, a circumstance which could not be dlowed to continue, of
course. The entity used that member’s dbility on itsdf, letting the member’'s own tdent direct the
opera-tion, and in moments the member was asit should be. Now the entity was prepared to continue on
to other things, but the withdrawa of part of itsdf brought Rion back to his own awareness.

“What's going on here?’ Lorand asked, sounding con-fused but no longer drugged as he looked
around. “Where are we, and what are we supposed to be doing?’

“WEe re supposed to be rescuing you and Jowvi,” Tam-rissa said with a big amile, then continued on
with the rest of the tale. By the time Lorand had been completely filled in, he'd taken Jowvi’s hand to hold
and now shook his head.

“So the nobility might catch up to us at any time?’ he said, obvioudy as disturbed by the idea as the
rest of them. “Then why are we just Stting here? We need Jowvi back, too, as fast as we can get her.”

Rion joined his agreement to that of the others, but not Smply for the sake of therr safety and
completeness and a need for Jowi hersdf, as a person. All thoughts of danger aside, Tamrissa and
Vdlant had been acting perfectly polite with each other. Rion wasn't certain, but that might be worse than
their previous wrangling. At the very least, it made him incredibly nervous ...

Twenty-Five

Jowi ligened with one hand to her head and her eyes closed, trying to assmilate everything the
others were tdling her. The last few days were nothing but a blur of confuson, of course, and that
confusion kept trying to spread out to everything else. And on top of that she fdt absolutely filthy, which,
goparently, she was. Those miserable people had done the absolute minmum when it came to keeping
them clean, and the only thing to be thankful for about the whole business was that she had no memory of
thetime,

“So now that Lorand and | are back to the way we were, we dl have to decide what to do next,”
she sad once the others had finished filling her in. “Am | mistaken in think-ing that you dl believe we
ought to find out how soon to expect the guardsmen the nobles have surdy sent after us?’

“It won't help to start dearing the minds of the othersif we' re going to be interrupted a any minute”
Tamrissa said in agreement, amiling when Jowvi opened her eyesto look at her. “We |l have the Blending
to defend us, of course, but letting ourselves be surprised doesn’t make much sense”

“And if we're right about Grath, he should be able to tdl us what we need to know,” Rion put in with
his own gamile “If we aren't right, however, we ought to know as soon as possible so as not to believe
the worst of an innocent man.”

“We ds0 need to keep in mind that Meerk may not be what he daims,” Vdlant said, his own amile
looking a bit strained. “We ought to do some checkin’ of his story, since he let that puttin’ the coach out
where it can be seen busi-ness pass by without sayin” any thin'.”

“l can't see AlSn being in league with our enemies” Tamma said with a headshake, her amile having
disap-peared. “They're his enemies, too, even though the ams of his organization are a bit too innocent
to accomplish any-thing. If Grath turns out to be working for the nobility, that may be why his superiors
haven't done anything to break up the organization. Its ams aren't redly a threat to the nobility, and it
givesits members the feding that they’'re fighting againgt their oppressors even though they aren’t. Grath
would just be there to make sure none of that changed.”

“That part | agree with,” Vdlant responded, an odd ten-son between him and Tamma suddenly clear



to Jowvi. “They redly expect to bring the nobility down without usn’ force or spillin’ blood, so the
nobility mugt love havin' peo-ple join up. But it's dways possble that the nobility started the organization
inthe firg place, which would mean that Meerk actudly does work for them.”

“It shouldn’t be hard to find out the truth,” Jowi said quickly before Tamma could disagree with
Vdlant again. “But firs | would enjoy getting something to eat, and also getting some air. I've just noticed
how it stinksin here.”

“| hate to say it, but we're the ones who gink,” Lorand said, giving her a supporting smile. “I do,
however, agree with the rest of what you said, snce my inddes fed as though they’ re rubbing together. Is
there anything handy that we can just ... pounce on?’

“There are fried beefcakes and potatoes left over from our lunch,” Tamma said with a grin while the
others laughed. Jowvi had expected Lorand to be circumspect about his hunger, but being adeep for days
hadn't ruined his ten-dency to be direct. “I’d just suggest that you check it over before you and Jowvi eat
any of it, Lorand. Since we haven't been watching, there’ s no tdling what Grath might have put init.”

“You can bet your last copper I'll check,” Lorand said as he began to sruggle to his feet. “I've had
enough of unconsciousness to last me for the next year.”

Jowi fdt exactly the same, especidly since she found that dthough she was able to get to her feet
with just a little help, waking wasn't as easy as it used to be. She fdt diff and weak both a the same
time, and had to accept Valant’s hdp while Rion helped Lorand. But at least they were able to leave that
wagon, and the poor, confused people who werein the midgt of trying to wake up dl the way.

Outside the air fdt damp and a bit on the cool sde, as though a rainstorm were taking its own lunch
break. What Jowvi redly wanted was a bath house and a lot of soap, but consdering what they were in
the mids of, bathing would have to wait. She looked around at the rather large clearing, where ten
wagons had been stopped in a semicircle, and a large number of men now lay unconscious on the wet
ground. Some of them seemed close to weking, but Lorand mugt have noticed that as well. The next
indant they were out again, which had to mean he'd touched them. Happily they were dl chained, but
there was no sensein taking chances.

A man draightened away from the fire in the middle of the campsite, and Jowi noticed him
immediatdly. He was dso a user of Spirit magic, and interestingly enough was now touching the power.
He a0 tried to hide his emotions a seeing the five of them, but wasn't quite as successful as he clearly
thought he was being. If that was the men Grath, then her groupmates hadn’t been imagining things.

“Wdl, I'm glad to see tha my business is growing,” the man said in an easy, casud voice as they
approached him. “Two more customers for lunch, brought here by previous satisfied customers.”

“Actudly, we ve come to eat you out of business” Lor-and replied in alight tone that didn’t match
what he fet on the indde. Apparently Lorand had dso picked up the fdse note in the man's supposed
friendliness, but had decided againg letting him know about it.

“l can understand why,” the man said, now trying to project a sympathetic concern. “If you two will
find places on the tarpaulin, I'll fill some plates for you right away.”

“No, | don't think that's a very good idea,” Jowvi said a once, reaching out with her aaility to take
the man’smind and hold it. “Y ou made afast decison that pleased you, but it's hardly likdy to please us
as well. I'd guess tha the leftovers are perfectly edible and untainted, but you were about to change
thet.”

“I—don’t know what you're taking about,” the man choked out, rigid with fear that approached
terror. “Let go of me, please, | redly mus ings that you let me go. | haven't done anything, you're just
imegining enemies be-cause of what the nobles did to you. Please, one of you tdl her I'm a friend so
el let me go!”

“Jug cdm down,” Jowi soothed with both voice and mind as Vdlant helped her to st on the
tarpaulin. Part of the man’s terror was from the ease with which her strength had brushed aside his own,
as though he were a Low rather then a farly strong Middle. “There' s nothing to be afraid of, so you
needn’t worry.”

“All right,” the man replied equably, no longer on the verge of panic. Jowi had merdy overwhemed
hm at fird, the rest of her ability gpparently dill partialy adeep. As soon as she redized her mistake,



however, she had worked immediatdly to correct it. He was now docile and unafraid, and would answer
truthfully any question put to him.

“I'll get the food for you two,” Tamma announced as she glared at the man Jowvi held. “And while
I’'m doing it, why don’t the rest of you find another chore for Grath to seeto.”

“That will be our pleasure” Rion growled, having done no more than glance a Naran, who had
hurried over to help Jovvi and Lorand settle themsalves. “It seems our sugpi-cions were correct after dl,
Grath. Y ou work for the nobility rather than for the organization.”

“Of course,” Grath replied essly and pleasantly, amiling & Rion. “Surdy you don’t imagine that a
group like this would be dlowed to exis without someone beng there to make sure nothing was
accomplished?’

“What's going on?’ a strange voice interrupted, and sud-denly two more men, who had appeared
from around the other side of one of the wagons, joined them. One of the men was large and somehow
familiar, the other hanging back as though he fdt his presence would be an intruson. “Say, you've gotten
Dom Coall and Dama Hafford back to themsdves”

“WEe ve done a bit more than that, Meerk,” Vdlant said, his voice a good ded colder than the other
man's had been. “We've d0 jus ligened to Grath admit thet he's workin' for the nobility. Is there
anythin' you'd like to add concernin’ your own postion?’

“Are you crazy?’ the men Meerk demanded, his face pding as he turned to look at Grath. “Grath
can't be work-ing for the nohility, not when he passed our entrance test. Tdl him, Tamrissa, tdl him it
just ign't possible”

“Ligen for yoursdf, Alan,” Tammasaid without look-ing a the man, usng the plates she brought to
Jowi and Lorand as the supposed reason for not mesting his gaze. “Tdl Alsn who you redly work for,
Grath.”

“l work for the nobility,” Grath obliged, amiling & Meerk in the same way he'd amiled a Rion.
“Passing your test wasn't hard, Algn, not when I'm stronger than the Spirit magic user who questioned
me, and not when I’ ve aso had training which she haan't had. Y ou were a foadl to think your sysem was
proof againg invasion, but we were glad to put that foolishness to our own use”

“l don't believe it,” Meerk whispered, his face even more pale now. “If the nobility knew about us,
why weren't we arrested and dispersed?’

“Why would we break up an organization that was keep-ing you hotheads quiet?” Grath asked very
reasonably. “As long as you thought you were getting away with something, you made no trouble
yoursalves and kept the others from making any. | was sent to make sure that your very pure ams
weren't tarnished by those who would want to use force to overthrow the nobility rather than the law. As
long as you continued to ingg that things be done your way, you were no threat whatsoever.”

Jowi had to block out the very heavy illness filling Meerk’s mind, that and a terrible sense of
humiliation. The man now knew he had been used by the very people he'd dedicated himsdf to besting,
and it was perfectly clear that he wasn't pretending.

“He didn't know about any of this” Jowi said, modlly to Valant. “That means you can go back to
quegtioning Grath while | fight to keep mysdf from swalowing this food whole”

Lorand had dready started on his portion, but Jovwvi had had to pay attention to what was being said.
Now that she had one of the answers they needed, she was free to fill the void ingde her own middle.

“Were the men of this convoy dert because of something you did, Grath?” Rion asked, his thoughts
seething. “If so, why did they drink the contaminated water?’

“They drank it because | didn’t know it was contami-nated,” Grath answered a once. “Those two
menin the dining room at the inn last night were my contacts, and | took the firgt opportunity to separate
mysdf from the rest of you so that | could speak with them. If 1I'd known Alsn would devise a plan like
this | would have gtayed to hear the details of it. As it was, | decided that Alsn's learning what the
Sedative was couldn’t possibly do any real harm, and | needed to pass on certain things very badly.”

“Like the fact that we were falowin'?’ Vdlant put in, just as angry as Rion. “It looks like you sent
one of those contacts here, to the convoy, but where did you send the other one?’

“Back toward the city, and the contingent of guardsmen who are fdlowing us, of course” he sad.



“They aren't as close as | would have liked, but you caught me by surprise when you left the city so
quickly. 1 only had time to Sgnd one of my men to follow, and then had to wait until he caught up with us
and | could speak to him aone. He passed the word on to his own contact, picked up another of my
people, and rode hard to get back here. Yesterday they passed us on the road and were waiting when
we reached the inn.”

“And what happened to the one you sent here?” Tamma asked, her own anger more than a match to
the men’s. “1 don’t see anyonein that chained group except guardsmen and drivers”

“Oh, he's gone back toward the city aswel,” Grath said. “1 made sure he went around your coach,
and now he'sriding to meet the guardsmen. When he reaches them, hell be able to direct them to the
exact place where we are.”

“Jugt how close to us are they?” Vdlant asked after ex-changing a glance with Rion. “A day behind?
Less?”

“They were more than two days behind, but hopefully they’ ve made up a good ded of the time”
Grah replied. “There was a delay in getting them started after us, some-thing about my men not knowing
who to report to. Then the Five became involved, and things began to move more smoothly. I'm hoping
they’ll be herein no more than an-other day or s0.”

“The Five” Vdlant growled. “ Copper to gold he's takin' about the new Five, so I'll dso bet we
don't have to worry about bain’ taken prisoner again. They'd be fools to want us kept dive, and | don't
believe they're fools of that sort.”

“And there' s dmaost certainly more than asngle contin-gent of them,” Rion put in. “So we' re caught
between those following and those ahead. Just how far ahead is the desti-nation of this convoy, Grath?’

“l have no idea,” Grath responded with a smdl shrug. “I got the impression from my men that we
aren't too far away, but its exact location is something only the leader of the convoy knows.”

“And he's unconscious dong with the rest,” Tamma said, looking a Rion and Valant. “Well
catanly have to question the man, but firg | think we ought to concentrate on getting the rest of the
prisoners clear of the lethe. WE Il have to find someplace other than here to stay for a while, and getting
there will be easier if everyone can move by him- or hersdf.”

“But we ll have to rouse them only afew at atime” Lorand put in, the fird words he'd spoken in a
while “They'll certainly be as hungry and as eager to get out of those wagons as we were, and there
aren't enough of us to see to dl of them a once. The weakness of not having moved in days doesn't
wear off very quickly even if you want it to.”

“Well probably do best working out aroutine” Jowvi said in support of Lorand's comments. “Some
of us can be preparing food while the Blending wakes a certain number of people, then we can dl help to
get them out here. While they’re egting we Il split up again to make more food and wake more people,
and then we ll take some time to help the firg group begin to move around on their own. After that the
ones we've roused can hdp with the others, so the process ought to speed up with every group we
wake.”

“| certainly hope it does,” Tamma said, her mind even more grim than it had been earlier. “If those
guardamen get here before we' re through bringing everyone back, you know well have to fight. With
that in mind, we' d better not put everything we have into waking people up. | gill don’'t want to have to
kill anyone, but those guardsmen won't have orders to hand us visting cards or courting gifts”

“We might get lucky and have a large number of mem-bers from my organization among them,”
Meerk put in dif-fidently. “If thet happens, we may be able to talk sense to them. You know, tdl them to
sep out of our way to keep from getting hurt. It would be better than just attacking them without
warning, without giving them a chance to do what we want them to without trouble.”

“Let's ask Grath what he thinks of that plan,” Tamma said, interrupting what looked to be a tirade in
the making from Valant. “Since he has no choice about speaking the truth, you won't have to wonder
how far to trust what he says”

“That'sagood idea,” Meerk quickly agreed, beginning to lose the diffidence. “Then welll dl know.
Grath, if you were in that group of guardsmen fallowing us or were lead-ing it and some of your men
inggted on taking to us rather than amply attacking, you'd bow to that sensible a course of action,



wouldn't you?’

“When I'm in charge, my men don’t dictate my course of action,” Grath sad a once, this time
without a amile. “If my orders were to destroy the lot of you, that's what would be done—without any
mindless discussons firg. Do you think my superiors would be interested in what you had to say? Or in
any excuses | might make for not having followed my orders? You don’'t mantain yoursdf in power by
compromise or shilly-shalying around. You do it by act-ing decisvely when the stugtion cdls for it, and
thisone isthat sort beyond dl doubt.”

“So now we know,” Tanma said to Meerk more gently, as the man stood saring a his former
follower. “If we ex-pect to say divein this ... game we ve fdlen into, we have to be just as ruthless as
the nobleswill be. Worrying about obeying the law isidiotic when your opponents use the law rather than
obey it themsalves. Y ou can see that now, can't you?’

“All I can see is this empire fdling apart because of what we dl do,” Meerk replied, illness dearly
filling him again. “1 didn’t want it to be this way, but somewhere dong the line | logt the choice. And |
used to think | knew what it fdt like to be helpless ....”

The man's words trailed off as he shook his head, then he moved afew steps away just to stand and
dare at noth-ing. Jowi could fed his pain and dismay clearly, but there was nothing she could do to ease
it. Only time and an ac-ceptance of the inevitable would ad the man now, assuming he didn’t smply walk
away from the whole Stuation. That was perfectly possible, and the decison to go or stay had to be his
done.

“I think we' d better get started now,” Jowvi said after putting aside the plate of food she hadn’'t been
able to come close to finishing. Naran had brought cups of tea to her and Lorand, and that she did need
to finish. Going dong with the others physicaly wasn't necessary in order to have the Blending do what it
hed to, but it was necessary if she were ever going to move normaly again. She and Lorand, that was ...
epecidly if they were able to snatch some time to be done ...

Twenty-Six

Lorand found that he just had to St down for a while, but not because the Blending had spent too
much of its srength. He was the one with the problem in his body, he and Jowi both. HEd pushed
himsdf more than she had in order to get over the weakness sooner, but there was a point beyond which
it Imply wasn't smart to go. He'd extended himsdf as far as possible, and now he just had to st down
for awhile

Everyone dse was busy with explanations and food prep-aration and heping people to get around,
50 Lorand went to the edge of the edting tarpaulin and eased himsdf into a stting pogtion. A canopy of
canvas had been erected over the tarpaulin because of the light rain which had started, but feding the light
drops on his face actudly made Lorand fed better dl over. He was dive again after days of nonlife that
somehow fdt longer in memory, athough not being con-scious was supposed to make time pass fagter. It
hedn't fdt that way to him, though, and being back fdt like he'd es-caped a smothering, unpleasant
desth.

“You're looking a little better,” a voice offered, the words on the hestant side. “If you're not in the
mood for conversation just say so, and I'll take my rest period from cooking somewhere dse”

“No, I've had my fill of slence” Lorand replied, looking up at the man who now stood near him.
“Conversation is more than welcome ... You are Meerk, aren’'t you? You don’'t sound like the men |
knew, but you certainly look like him.”

“Aldn Meerk,” he replied with a nod and afant amile as he sat beside Lorand. “Tamrissa said dmost
the same thing, and | had to explain that my former mode of speech wasin the way of a disguise. People
pay less attention to those who sound uneducated, which is a prejudice most of us suffer from. As though
the uneducated are less able to do usred good or red harm.”

“With a basic education free for the taking, anyone who refuses to take advantage of it is less adle to
do good or harm,” Lorand pointed out. “And that goes for themsdves as wel as for others. Are you
feding any better now?’



“Not redly,” Meerk answered with a 9gh, picking up a twig to toy with. “First | find out that the
nobility likes the ideas of my organization, and then | discover that the basic philosophy of my life is
wrong. It dill doesn't actudly fed wrong, but with so many people supporting the opposite point of view,
it hasto be.”

“There' s nothing wrong with your philosophy, just with the place you're trying to gpply it,” Lorand
replied, under-standing the man's depression. “1've dways preferred the peaceful way of doing things,
but some things can't be ac-complished unless you're willing to take a stronger stance. | had the best
taent in my family, and my father didn’t like the idea of loang that talent for his farm. Since he enjoyed his
life he decided thet it would dso be best for me, which was a horribly sdfish way to look at it. He
wanted some-thing, so | was supposed to want it, too. When it was time for me to leave | tried to keep
things peaceful, but he refused to let me do it.”

“My father was a farrier,” Meerk said, ill paying mogt of his atention to the twig in his hands. “I
was supposed to be the same, and | probably would have been if my father had lived. It just wasn't
possible to say no to the man, and that made me detest dl those who Smply gave orders with-out caring
about the people who were getting those orders. Being pushed around by someone bigger also made me
swear that | would never do the same. And that's what usng force to depose the nobles feds like,
pushing around people who can't stand up to you.”

“That’'s where the misgpplication comes in,” Lorand pointed out, giving most of his own attention to
the ddlight of feding the rain on hisface. “ Since it's the nobility who are and have been doing the pushing
around, you're the one who' s wrong by tdling them that they should be doing things your way. Instead of
acting like both our fathers and trying to tdl them how to behave, you should smply be agreeing to use
the method they prefer. What ese could be more far?’

“You're making excuses,” Meerk returned with a snort that wasn't quite laughter.”If we condemn
them for the methods they use, we' d have to condemn ourselves if we used them as wel. Two groups of
people doing wrong has never been able to make a Stuation right.”

“Now you're the one making excuses,” Lorand said, turning his head to ingpect the man. “If you find
it eesier to watch peoples’ lives being destroyed than to have some-one cdl you a dirty name, you're not
being noble, you're rationdizing. Why don’t you just Smply say it isn't in you to fight no matter what the
provocation? That isn't as noble as having ‘principles; but at lesst it's the truth.”

“So I'm less of aman because | don't believe in fight-ing?” Meerk demanded, aso tumning his head.
“That seems to be everyon€e's opinion, everyone' s but mingd Why is a man dways defined by how willing
heisto fight?’

“Only someone who's ashamed of what he is looks at it that way,” Lorand said dowly and clearly,
trying to make the man believe him. “If you're not a fighter there' s nothing to be ashamed of, Snceit'sthe
nonfighters who hold our cvilization together. But by the same token it's the fighters who carve out that
avilization to begin with, so if you want people to stop giving you a hard time for being a nonfighter, stop
gving them a hard time for not sharing your point of view.”

Meerk stared a Lorand, his expresson saying there was more to argue about but he didn't quite
know where to be-gin. Then an interruption came which ended the conversation for atime.

“l don't believe those people,” Tamrissa muttered as she came over to seat hersdlf under the canopy
near them. She carried a cup of tea and was being careful not to saill it. “Do you believe that some of
them are demanding to be taken back to Gan Garee? They’ve decided that thisdl has to be some sort of
mistake, and they want to go back to get it Sraightened out.”

“Thet doesn't surprise me” Meerk said, now sounding distracted. “1've heard of people who were
arrested and tried and sentenced to the deep mines who refused to believe that it was actudly happening
to them. Those people were awake through the whole process, and they dill refused to believe. What
can you expect of people who were put to deep without warning and are only now waking up?’

“l expect them to take the word of the people who are trying to save them,” Tamrissa replied, the
gatement dow and cold. “1 aso expect them to pitch in and help with those who aren’t yet awake, not St
there and demand to be taken care of. Jowi and | just walked away, because Rion and Vdlant's patient
explanations—repeated patient explana-tions—were getting on our nerves.”



“Maybeit’s time to do something ese for a while” Lor-and mused, his attention having been taken
by one of their degping prisoners. “That guardsman over there is beginning to wake up, so why don't we
ask who the leader of this convoy is? Then we can wake that one up, and ask afew other questions.”

“Let me get Jowi before you do that,” Tamrissa said, sarting to get to her feet. “With Grath having
been put to deep to save her the trouble of keeping im under control, she can take control of the
convoy leader instead.”

“There, you see what | mean? Meerk said after letting out a sharp breath, his accusng gaze on
Lorand again. “None of us likes the idea of being controlled, but we don’'t hesitate to do it to others. If
that isn't wrong, | don’t know what is”

“Then let me tdl you what is” Tamrissa sad to Meerk just as shaply before Lorand could reply.
“Wrong is taking innocent people and destroying their lives because you're afraid of them. Wrong is
keeping everything good for your-self and your friends, and leaving nothing for the people who work
hardest to produce that good. Wrong is refusng to do whatever it takes to change that horrible condition,
amply because you're too good to fight fire with fire. I'll live with being cdled bad, if that's the terrible
price | have to pay to save people from having to go through what we suffered. If you can't live with it, |
just fed sorry for you.”

Meerk stared up a her for a moment, his expresson wounded and vulnerable, then he was on his
feet and gtrid-ing away. Lorand briefly looked after him, then shook his head.

“I think friend Meerk isfeding outnumbered,” he said to Tamrissa, who was aso watching Meerk’s
disappearance. “He and | were having the same sort of argument just before you got here, but | don’t
expect that either of us changed hismind. If you fed guilty about not being willing to fight, you seem to be
compeled to find reasons why fighting is wrong for everyone else as well. Why can’'t people just pay
atention to their own lives, and leave everyone elsg' s done?’

“They say misry loves company, so possibly that’s the reason,” Tamrissareplied after taking a deep
breath. “1 think I'm getting to the point where | don’t know anything for certain any longer ... I'll go get
Jowi.”

Lorand nodded, then watched her walk away toward the third wagon, dill carrying her cup of tea
She paid no a-tention at dl to the rain, even though it was getting closer to sundown. It would soon be
too chilly to enjoy being damp, even just on faces and hands. But there were only the people in the last
two wagons who dill had to be cleared of the lethe, and some of them were aready Stting up and trying
to come out of it on their own. Once that mgor chore was done, they could see about setting up
rainproof accom-modations for everyone.

Jowi came out of the wagon dowly and carefully, but she seemed to be doing at least as wdl as
Lorand wasif not better. There was joy for Lorand in just Stting and watching her, though he would have
enjoyed afew minutes of privacy with her even more. He couldn’t yet think about how close he'd come
to lodng her to some horrible, name-less fate, not without being filled with the mogt terrible rage. What
had been done to im might eventudly be overlooked and forgotten about, but what they’d amost done
to the woman he loved ... No, Lorand wasn't about to come around to Meerk’s way of looking at
things

“Well, don't just St there being lazy,” Jowvi said to him with a smile when she and Tamrissa stopped
near him. “If we're going to do some questioning, let’'s do it.”

“At your service, dama,” he replied with a grin, then patted the tarpaulin to his Ieft. “St and join me,
and we can have the ones we question come to us. It's the least they can do, Since they're the ones
responsible for meking usfed like this”

“That's a good idea,” she agreed with a amdl laugh. “Except for one thing: they're dl chained in
place. If we have one of them come over, the rest have to come with him.”

“All right, then | suppose well have to do the going,” Lorand pretended to complain as he levered
himsdf to hisfeet. “Let’s get it over with, so we can come back and St down again.”

Jowi nodded with complete understanding and agree-ment, and aso took his hand as they waked
toward the unconscious guardsmen. Tamrissa waked with them, of course, dill holding her cup of tea
The guardsman who was sruggling to awaken was in the far row in the center, so Lorand stopped and



prodded a him judt alittle with his talent.

“Thisis the one we want to ask the firg question of,” he said. “Did you catch his reaction?’

“| certainly did,” she agreed, then turned her head to look over a Tamrissa “Tamma, dear, would
you be so kind as to ask the questions once | have him and the next one under control? I'm redly too
tired to do it mysdlf, and | think Lorand isin the same condition.”

“I'll dso try to make it as short as possible, so you two can rest for a while” Tamrissa agreed,
putting her hand briefly to Jowi’s arm. “Go ahead and get started, so we can be finished faster.”

Jowi amiled her agreement, and a moment later they had the identity of the leader of the convoy.
Lorand put the guardsman back to deep, and they dl walked the five feet to where the leader lay. There
was a difference in the collar decorations of his uniform, which was obvioudy supposed to tdl people
that he wasin charge, but Lorand and the others hadn’t the least idea of what any of the inggnia meant.
This man was one of those whom Lorand had had to put more deeply adeep, so now he reversed the
process and then Jowi took over. That became clear when the man sat up, looking a Tamrissa
expectantly.

“You were in charge of this convoy?’ Tamrissa started with, returning the man’s gaze coally. “If so,
tdl me where it was going.”

“Yes, | amin charge the man corrected a once, very little friendliness to be seen in his manner. “Our
degtination was and dill is Qudlin.” Did this race who was the bond

“Wha's a Qudlin? Tamrissa asked next, gpparently having no interest in arguing with the man.
“And I'm aso curious about where it is, so tdl me everything you know about the place.”

“Qudlinis a amd| town built up around the depot we're taking these segments to,” the man replied
with anod. “It lieslessthan a ful day’'s travd from here, dong the north-west fork. The Ralris Fork, as
you ought to know, is about four hours up the road, and it branches southwest and north-west for awhile
before both roads turn westerly again.”

“l know the Rdlris Fork!” Lorand exclamed, interrupt-ing the narration. “I came to Gan Garee from
adong the southwest branch, which isn't more than two days from my home didtrict.”

“It's the northwest fork I've been asked about,” the con-voy leader said with mild reproof in his
voice. “Qudlin is the main depot from which our amy has segments supplied, and where they're sent
from there depends on where they’re needed the mog.”

“| thought the empire didn’'t have an amy,” Tamrissa said, abruptly forgetting about the Sp of tea
she’ d been about to take. “If we do and it needs ... segments, what isit using them for?’

“It's uang them for the purpose of extending our borders, of course” the man replied, meking it
sound as though Tamrissa were totdly ignorant and innocent. “The barbar-ians of Agtinda, our
neighboring redm to the west, are try-ing to resst becoming avilized, and we certainly can't dlow that.
So our amy takes their redm afew miles and acres & a time, and soon there won't be anything left that
ign't part of our empire”

“Are they doing the same with Gracdly to the east?” Jowvi put in, apparently forgetting about how
tired she was supposed to be.

“Of course,” the man answered, dill using that same superior tone of voice. “No empire that intends
to survive will dlow itsdlf to be surrounded by barbarians. Once they're dl under our control, our safety
will be assured.”

“Is that the way you make what our people are doing a good and acceptable thing?’ Tamrissa asked,
anger clear in her voice. “By cdling anyone who in't part of our empire a barbarian? Just how barbaric
are they supposed to be? What do they do to earn the name of barbarian?’

“That isn't any of my concern,” the man returned, the expresson on his middle-aged face totdly
uncaring. “My superiors tdl me they' re barbariansin those places, and | have no reason to doubt that. |
only care about what's best for my own country, and leaving potential enemies free to cause trouble isn't
inmy country’s best interests”

“How do you know they’d become our enemies?” Lor-and was forced to put in himsdf, just as
disturbed as the women were. “And how do you know that they’d make trouble? No, don't bother
ansvering me, | dready know what the red answer is Your ... superiors want to take over ther



countries, and as the people there probably tried to ress, that makes them enemies. So what are we
going to do about dl this? Just because they won't have this group of us to fight for them, that won't do
anything to stop them from using the people they’ ve aready taken control of.”

“We Il have to have atak with the others” Jowi said, she and Tamrissa both knowing that the lagt of
his words had been addressed to them. “In fact, well probably do best having a generd medting. If
you'll put this one back to deep, we can see about arranging it right now.”

Lorand nodded and put the convoy leader back to deep as requested, then he followed Tamrissa
and Jowvi as they went to speak to Rion and Valant. It would have felt better to go back and st down,
but Lorand had the feding that none of them were going to be gtting around rdaxing for quite some time

Twenty-Seven

Our proposed meding was delayed when it began to ran had agan. Most of the newly
awakened—which meant a-most dl of the former prisoners—were having trouble get-ting around, and
there wasn't anything like a tarpaulin big enough to make a reasonably dry mesting area. Lorand fi-ndly
came up with the idea of rearranging the entire camp, since the guardsmen and drivers—our new
prisoners—had to be shetered from the weather dong with everyone ese. Leaving those particular
prisoners to drown wouldn't have bothered too many people, but if you're going to kill some-one it
ought to be on purpose, not by accident.

So we moved dl the wagons around until they were backed into a semicircle, as close a one as we
could manage, and used the Sngle tarpaulin over our degping prisoners. Everyone atending the meting
clustered around the open-ing in the back of ther respective wagons, and we five stood in the open
gpace inthe middle. Or at least Rion, Valant, and | stood. Jowi and Lorand sat on wooden crates we' d
found in the supply wagon, and Rion thickened the ar above us to keep us dry.

“All right, people, we have two decisons that need makin' right now,” Vdlant said loudly enough for
everyone to hear. He had the loudest voice among us, so he was the naturd choice to run the mesting.
“We know there's pursuit comin’ from Gan Garee, and because of a spy in our mids, they know where
this place is. We have to leave as soon as possible and find a safer place to rest for a while, so that's the
firg of your decisons. Who's comin’ with us, and who's goin’ back to give them a second chance to
make the davery work thistime?’

A lot of voices spoke at the same time, much of it in protest, and then one voice rose above the rest.

“You're jus trying to frighten ud” that voice, coming from a thin, balding men, indsted. “We have
nothing but the daims of a group of strangers to say that that was what the officdds were doing, and
nothing at dl to show that our being hereign't a mistake. | say we dl have to go back and ask someone
to draighten out the mistake.”

“All right, let's say it was a migtake” Valant granted, but not in a gentle, friendly tone. “ Someone
somewhere made a big mistake, and if you go back they’ll fdl dl over themsdves fixin' it. But on the
other hand—Wheat do you plan to do if it wasn't a mistake, and they tdl you to drink what they give you
and then lie down like a good dave?’

“That can't happen,” the man persisted, his own tone completely inflexible “This is the capita and
our govern-ment we're taking about, not some group of rabble. It has to be a mistake, and if we go
back they’ll sraighten it out.”

“In other words, you're not capable of imaginin' anythin’ that doesn’t fit into the idea you' ve dready
made up your mind about,” Valant told him very flatly, without the least bit of gentleness. “In that event |
suppose you should go back, and they’ll make sure you don't pass on that very dangerous trait to any
children. Is there anyone dse fodlish enough to go dong with this man? If there is, | suggest you dl get
together in the same wagon.”

“He ig7't foolish, and there are too many of us for just one wagon,” a woman sad diffly, a woman
who looked young but had an ar of command about her. “We aren’t just anyone, we're important, o
they aren’t about to just ignore what was done to us. The empire needs us, and just because some fool



made a stupid error is no reason not to let his superiors correct it. They'll be very relieved when we get
back safdy, and well be comfortable while the rest of you run and hide like mindiess animas”

“Ah, s0 it's a mistake because you're important,” Valant said, looking at her in the same way he'd
looked at the man. “If you redly were dl that important, you would have noticed by now that the ‘stupid
mistake happened to an anful lot of people. But you aren’t important, not redly, not to the nobility in
Gan Garee. What you are is a High tdent, and they’re afraid of Highs, so they ddiberately got rid of you.
If that’s what you want to go back to, be my guest. Just don't try lyin' to yourself out where | can hear it.
| spent too long atime there not to know the truth.”

The woman clamped her lips together stubbornly, the thin men beside her showing the same
expresson, but some of the others were looking less certain. Three of them, a woman and two men, had
been whigpering together, and now the woman stepped forward.

“They won't need quite as many wagons as they think,” she said, only glancing at the stubborn two.
“Some of us have been taking over what you said, and it might have been a midake if only a few of us
were Highs. But with every one of us the same, it can’'t possbly be the fault of one ignorant underling.
Our being hereis deliberate, and we' re not about to give them a second chance at us”

Quite a few muiters of agreement came after her words, and the firs couple looked offended and
affronted. They seemed to be the sort who had to be right dl the time, no matter how ridiculous a stance
they’d taken. They glared around at some of the others, apparently trying to get people to back down
and change ther minds, but the tactic didn’t work.

“Now I’'m hearin’ some common sense,” Vdlant said after the second woman had finished speaking,
gving her a supporting smile as wdl. “At one time or another everyone steps into it accidentaly, but only
adamn’ fool doesit on purpose. But here with us, you two and anyone ese has the right to be as big a
bunch of fools as you like, so | suggest you get goin’ back to Gan Garee right now. How many wagons
will you be needin’ ?’

“I'll let you know as soon as | see how many are going to be smart and return with us” the woman
sad, her tone 4ill Hiff as she turned to ook around a everyone. “1 need a show of hands, please, to get
an accurate count.”

The thin man beside her raised his hand deliberately, but he turned out to be the only one who did.
Some avoided meeting the woman's gaze and some stared straight a her, but no one ese raised a hand.

“Looks like there are fewer fools here than ether of us thought,” Valant drawled, not quite showing
his amuse-ment. “Since there are only two of you, you can have one wagon. And since well be
discussn’ things we don't want passed on to the guardsmen who'll be gregtin’ you soon, you'd better
take the wagon and leave now.”

“But how are we supposed to handle awagon thisgze dl done?’ the thin man complained, righteous
anger mixed in with dismay. “I've never driven mysdf anywhere in my life, and Gaeen here certainly
can't manageit. You'll have to send someone with us to do the driving.”

“If any of these people were foolish enough to let me send them anywhere, they'd dready be goin’
with you,” Vdlant pointed out. “If you don't think you can handle a wagon, you can take the coach some
of us came here in. Or you can have a couple of the saddle horses those guardsmen were usn’. Just
make up your minds and get goin’, so the rest of us can finish this meetin’ and get on our own way.”

“A coach would be just as bad as a wagon, and | can't ride a horse” the woman, Gaeen,
announced very flatly and angrily. “You're doing dl you can to keep us here, and |, for one, resent it
furioudy. Y ou have no right to—"

“Stop right there,” Valant interrupted, even more flaly than she'd spoken. “I’ve given you dl sorts of
options to let you leave us, but you've found somethin' wrong with dl of them. That means you know
how stupid your idea of goin' back is, but you refuse to admit it. We have no time to ded with spiteful
little children, so either grow up and Start actin’' responsibly, or wak away and let us do it done.
Whichever, it has to be done now.”

Once again the woman'’s lips tightened, but thistime she said nothing. The anger in her eyes had been
joined by dis-turbance that looked out of place, as though no one had ever made her be responsible for
her own actions before. The thin man glanced & her in uncertainty, but when she faled to return that



glance he shifted his gaze to the bottom of the wagon he stood in and didn’t say another word.

“I'mgoin’ to assume that that topic of goin’ back to Gan Garee is now closed,” Vdlant sad after a
moment. “If I'm wrong and someone has decided to take awagon or a horse anyway, just say s0 ... No
one? All right, then we can go on to the next topic. Do any of you want to go back to your own homes
instead?’

That brought out a large number of surprised exclama-tions, as none of them seemed to have thought
that going home would be possible. A lot of rapid conversation was exchanged in low voices, and then
the second woman who had spoken earlier stepped forward again.

“Going home won't be like going back to Gan Garee a dl,” she said. “My friends and | know well
be safe a home, even if they try to come after us. Our familieswill see to it that we are, and everyone
ought to know what we've just found out the hard way. If we spread the word, there shouldn’t be any
other unsuspecting Highs being piled into wagons.”

“That's a good ideg,” Vdlant said, adding his own nod to the large number of sgns of agreement
coming from the others. “We do need to start spreadin’ the word, somethin’ they’ve been workin’ regl
hard to keep from happenin’. So how many are goin'’ home?’

This time there were quite a number of hands raised, with a few extra added when people looked
around to see how many there dready were. At least hdf of the nearly sixty people seemed to be ready
to go home, so Lorand stood up.

“The best thing you people can do from here is to con-tinue on to the Ralris Fork, whichisjust a few
hours ahead,” he sad in a voice loud enough to carry. “You'll take the southwest fork, that's the
left-hand one, and afew hours after that you'll come to the Wenstad Road. At that point you'll see 9gns
pointing the way to various parts of the empire, and you just have to follow the direction of the sgns. But
not those of you who live to the east. That 9gn just sends you back in this direction, so head north
indead and wait for the next mgor road before you go east.”

“And now’s the time to get started,” Vdlant said over the babble of discusson that arose from that
bit of infor-mation. “You'll have five of the wagons a least, 0 if the people from one particular area
outnumber the others, that’s the area which will have the extra wagon. If two extra wag-ons are needed,
then you'll have that ingtead. Let’s get it movin'.”

| suppose they would have stood around taking about it until the guardsmen from Gan Garee rode
in, but Vdlant refused to dlow that. He pointed to four wagons, desgnat-ing them in turn as north, east,
south, and west, and as an afterthought pointed to a fifth and cdled it Gan Garee. There was a lot of
moving around as people went from the wagon they were in to the one they needed to be in, and once
the confuson was over Valant ingpected how the numbers had settled out.

“Wdl, it looks like the north wins” he observed, Snce there were twice as many people in that one
wagon. “They get the extra, and you others can make do with one. The three of you from Gan Garee
itdf need to think about what you'll do, either get dropped off by the wagon headin’ east, or go
elsawhere with some of the others. But whatever de-cison you make, do it while the wagons are on the
road. The rest of us can't leave urtil you do.”

That statement stopped most of the protests that were be-ing made over the way he dl but pushed
them out of camp physcaly, but it wasn't the end of dl argument. The woman Gaeen and her mde
friend hadn’t moved to any of the designated wagons, slently ingsting that they would stay with the rest
of us. | wasn't terribly happy about that, but Valant went further by refusng to dlow it.

“You two aren't sayin’ with us” he said in cold, com-manding tones that brooked no contradiction.
“Wewon't have timeto look after and train smdl children, so get into one of the wagons that are goin’ in
another direction. And don’t try arguin’, because it won't do you any good.”

“Going home without the High positions we meant to earn will make us laughingstocks,” Galeen
snarled while the man with her looked ready to cry. “If arguing with you won't do any good, let’s try
this”

| knew it immediaiey when she reached for the power, confirming my guess that she was probably a
user of Fire magic. She was dso rather strong, in point of fact stronger than Beldara Lant, who had been
0 snugly certain of her superiority. But just as | was stronger than Beldara, | dso had no trouble



meatching and bettering Galeen. The curtain of flames which tried to sweep over and through the five of us
stopped dead when | interposed my ahility between it and us, and then one large, definite section of the
flame curtain died because of the touch of water. Gaeen paled when these things happened, and Vdlant
gave her a gmile without any humor in it whatsoever.

“In case we haven't mentioned it before, we're the five people who should now be Seated on the
Fvefold Throne,” he drawled. “That means we're stronger than everyone here, so flexin' your power
won't do you any good ether. Get into the proper wagon now.”

Gaeen swallowed hard, but nothing in the way of words came from her as she did as she was told.
Amusngly enough it was the wagon heading south that she went to, the part of the empire that Valant
himsdf came from. Her mae companion, though, scurried to the wagon heading east, looking as though
he hoped to make it before Gaeen noticed. He did, and once some of the provisons had been hedily
transferred to each of the departing wagons, they did findly depart.

“All right, now for the last mgor decison,” Valant an-nounced once the cresking of the last wagon
hed died away. “We learned from the leader of this convoy that there's a depot ahead, a place where
kidnapped Highs are taken. It's come to us that we know some of the people who mugt have been sent
there, ance I'm talkin’ about people who survived the competitions we were just in but who didn’t win.
But even if we didn’t know any of them, we'd 4ill have to do somethin’® about our kind of people ben’
made into daves. That wagon right there is the one you should be in if you don’'t want to join usin doin’
somethin’ about that depot.”

Rather than a babble of conversation growing up, it be-came so quiet that it was possible to hear the
ran pattering againg the trees, and the tarpaulin, and Rion's rain shidd. | have no idea what the people
who had stayed thought they would be doing, but dearly a number of them hadn't en-visoned doing
anything as foalish as attacking a depot full of guardsmen. That number hesitated for a long moment, but
once the firg of them started for the designated wagon, the rest followed. They made up about a third of
our remaining totd, and after they’d taken ther provisons—and another wagon—and had left, there
were about twenty peo-ple and three wagons remaning.

“l don't want anyone thinkin' they’re trapped now that the last wagon has Ieft,” Valant sad at that
point. “There s ill the coach some of us got here in, so anyone changin’ his or her mind before we get to
Quelin, the depot town, dill has away out. Right now | think we need to get movin' oursalves, to find a
place where we can ssfdy spend the night. How many of you can ride a horse instead of ridin’ in a
wagon?’

Mogt of the men and two of the women assured him that they would be much happier on horseback
then in a jounc-ing wagon, even in the rain. Some of them mugt have had Air or Water magic to protect
themsdlves from the rain, and the rest most likdy had Earth magic. The idea of riding a horse a any time
wasn't one that appealed to me much to begin with, but then | began to think about it. Being de-pendent
on others to get you from place to place put you at their mercy, but if you were able to go and do dl by
your-dif ...

But that was something to think about at another time. Right now it was time for us to leave, with only
two of the three remaining wagons filled with what was |left of the pro-visons dong with those who
couldn't or didn’'t care to ride horses. Jowvi, Lorand, Naran, and | would be usng the coach, as Rion
hed been one of those who had opted for a horse. We intended to take extra mounts with us, and turn
loose dl those horses we didn’t want or need. Once our current captives were found and roused, if they
wanted to come after us they would have to do so on foot.

Rion walked us to the coach while the very lagt of the preparations were being made, his magic ill
keeping the rain off us. He walked with Lorand while Naran and | helped Jowvi, and once we were in the
coach he gave Naran aparting kiss and left. | suppose | looked away from that again, and Jovwvi wasn't
S0 tired or distracted thet she didn’t notice,

“All right, now that it'sno one but us, tdl me what's wrong between you and Vdlant this time” she
sad, dearly trying not to sound weary. “I noticed the distance between you two dmost as soon as |
opened my eyes, and the pass-ing time has only added to the impression. Is it a Smple disagreement, or
something more involved?’



“I'd say ... alot more involved,” | admitted with reluc-tance, trying not to see Naran's look of
concerned support. “1 ... got Vdlant away from Eltrina Razas and he was re-dly beastly toward me, so |
... decided our rdaionship had come to an end. | refused to lisen when he tried to say that it hadn't, but
then he ... stopped apologizing. He ... made certain satements | couldn’t completely argue with, and then
he said that now he was the one who was unwilling to listen. I’ve ... been trying to decide if he was right
about the things he accused me of ”

“If you've been thinking about it and don’'t know for certain yet, chances are you're jugt trying to
avoid admitting that he was right,” she said, leaning forward to touch my hand. “It's possble I'm
mistaken about that, but it's some-thing to keep in mind while you do your thinking. Along with deciding
what you'll do if it turns out that he was right beyond dl doubt.”

| digtractedly returned the touch she' d given me, having dready come to the same concluson mysdf.
Chances were excdlent that Valant had told the absolute truth, so what was | going to do about it? Our
relationship had ended be-cause of me, so how was | going to correct the error?

As our coach wheds rductantly pulled free of the mud trying to hold them, | redized | hadn’t the
fantes idea. I'd have to start with trying to apologize, of course, but some-thing told me that that wasn't
going to work. And if it didn’t, then whet ... ?

Twenty-Eight

Ddin came awake dowly, noticing firg thet the others were dl there in the room with him. Then he
reelized that the room wasin his own wing of the palace, and dl the rest of his memories came flooding
back. They’d won the find competition and they were now the new Seated Five, a fact which brought a
thrill of delight. But then other, different memories came, and the ddlight disappeared as though it had
never been.

“That’ s right, you now know everything that’s happened to and around you,” Kambil’s voice came,
bringing Ddlin’s gaze up and to him where he sat. All the others, Bron and Sdendi and Homin, sat around
Kambil, dl of them looking at him with chilling amusement.

“I ... remember hearing you Swear that you would never turn me loose again,” Ddlin managed to get
out despite those stares. “Why have you changed your mind?’

“What makes you think I’ve turned you loose?’ Kambil countered, his amusement the strongest of
dl. “My am was to give you as much grief as you and your madness have given us, and now |’ ve thought
of the way to do that. You'll be awake and aware of everything happening around you, but you've been
given certain orders under Puredan that you won't be able to disobey.”

“What sort of orders?” Ddin asked, dthough he would have much preferred not to say a word. The
four were en-joying themselves at his expense, the four people who were supposed to be part of hm and
entirdy his.

“Thefirs one was my idea,” Sdendi said with a light laugh. “You have this entire wing of the palace
that's sup-posed to be yours, but you'll only be dlowed to live in one room of it—this one. You'll edt in
here, deep in here on a cot you'll have brought in, and generdly spend dl the time you're not required to
be dsawhere right here in this one room. The rest of the wing is off-limits to you, so you won't use any
part of it.”

“And don’t expect to enjoy the meals you have in here,” Homin said, teking up after Sdendi while
Ddin's mind reded in shock. “Your food will be very plan, the absolute least you can have and 4ill
remain hedthy, with no season-ing or sweetening to increese its flavor. You'll ingst on that, no matter
what your servants do to try to change your mind.”

“And when we're dl together you'll wak or stand behind the rest of us, generdly behaving like a
servant,” Bron said, obvioudy enjoying enormoudy Ddin's being so stunned that he was openmouthed.
“You went ahead and did as you pleased about matters which concerned dl of us, meking decisons
aone ingtead of taking to the rest of us about them. We won't be free of the chaos that caused for quite
some time, so it’sonly right that you forfeit your former place among us”

“Bron’s right when he says you have no grounds for complaint,” Kambil said, interrupting Ddin’'s



wildy bab-bling protests. “We dl know you're insane, Ddlin, but that doesn't dso have to mean that
you're stupid. The dupidity seems to be an added bonus that’s thrown in, and one you refuse to
acknowledge and take into consideration. Are you able to see yet how much damage you' ve done?’

“All'l did was make an effort to protect usdl!” Ddin choked out, having no redl idea what they were
taking about. “How can you say that protecting us is doing dam-age?’

“Think, Ddin!” Kambil snapped, dmost making Ddin jump. “I told you that you now know
evarything that’s hap-pened, so try to remember what | said about our interviews with the assistants and
secretaries to the Advisors you had killed. Only some of them know everything their superiors were
involved in, and the rest are just as much in the dark as we are! It's hardly likdy that the men who are
gone did more than give orders on the important matters, but now we have to search around to find out
who they gave their orders tol”

“And it's not proving easy,” Bron growled, garing a Ddin with dl amusement gone. “Not only that,
but for some reason there are now lapses in shipments that should be coming from dl over the empire.
The remaining Advisors are getting complaints by the dozen, but they have no idea about what to do.
These things were dl taken care of by those Advisors who are now gone, specificaly the ones you had
destroyed. The only Advisors |eft are @ther very new to ther places or entirdly usdess for any purpose
beyond grutting around showing off ther rings”

“Do you understand now?’ Kambil said, the words more of a demand than a question. “Say
something to make me believe that you understand.”

“l undergtand that you're having problems that you choose to blame on me, “ Ddin returned, his
head pinning so wildly that he barely knew what it was that he said. “You saw to the remova of five of
the Advisors yourselves. Do you expect me to believe that that has no bearing at dl on the trouble you're
having now?’

“| told you he'd say that,” Sdendi put in after making a rude sound. “He's never been able to accept
respongbility for his actions, no matter how often he pretended that he did. It isn't the ten people he had
put out of the way that's causang turmoail, just the five who never would have dirtied their hands on any of
the piddling details of running the empire. Our five were only concerned with mgor efforts, but that
means nothing.”

“Say something, Delin,” Kambil prodded, anger clear in his eyes. “Tdl me how much of the mess we
now have on our hands is dl your fault. Prove to me that something of what we've sad has gotten
through to you.”

“Of course, Kambil,” Ddlin acquiesced, forcing his voice to be even and rdatively cam. “Everything
that’s happened is my fault, and I'll be the firg to admit it. It was my actions done that brought about
every bit of the difficulty.”

“l think I've suddenly developed Spirit magic,” Homin said, his tone very dry. “He's said exactly
what he thinks we want to hear, but doesn’t believe aword of it himsdf. Am | wrong, Kambil ?’

“Hardly,” Kambil replied, just as dryly. “He hasn't learned a thing from what we said, but | never
redly ex-pected him to. So when you gart to look around for reasons why this is happening to you,
Ddin, start with this reason: your stubborn stupidity refusesto learn. If that ever changes I'll know about
it, but until then you can see if auffering truly gains us undersanding. And now we have severd
in-terviews to conduct. Come aong.”

Ddin was gppalled by how quickly and obediently he rose to his feet, the others sanding in their own
good time. It wasn't ajoke or a threst, he redly had been endaved, and his numbed mind refused even
to search for ameans of escape. But that would pass, and once it did ...

“Oh, by the way,” Kambil said as he led the way out of the room. “If you aren’'t having any luck
thinking of away out of your dilemma, don't be surprised. Y ou've been or-dered not to do anything to
change your current Situation and status, and as the order mogt strongly reinforced, it should be the one
maost strongly obeyed. If I'm wrong about that, please let me know.”

The sense of shock was more brief thistime, a surge of anger ruddy displacing it. Ddin had nodded
his agreement to obey this newest command, and he knew he cartainly would. He'd been given no
choice but to obey completely, just as though he redly were adave! Fury came at that thought, but at the



moment there was nothing Delin could do to changeit.

They dl waked through the gpartment and wing that was supposed to be his, then out into the
common hall which led to various interview and mesting rooms in the public wing. The public wing had
modly been used by the Advi-sors, a properly impressve place to conduct their officid business, but
Ddin now remembered that Kambil had changed dl that. The remaining Advisors had each been
assigned smdl meting rooms, but those rooms couldn’t be used without the prior approval of the Five.
The power which had previoudy rested in Advisory hands was now returned to the Five, and Kambil
meant to do everything in his power to be certain it never left again.

“Tomorrow well begin to conduct interviews to fill some of the empty Advisory seats,” Bron
commented over his shoulder to Ddlin, who trailed dong behind the others. “Right now we have a more
important matter to see to, a mess you happen to be innocent of creeting. For awonder.”

Sdendi and Homin made low-class sounds of agreement, the humiliation of which nearly distracted
Ddin. To think that those two would dare to mock him ... But then he re-alized he knew what Bron had
been taking about, and the maiter redly was serious. Those five peasants they’d faced in the find
competition, the ones who had nearly overcome them ... They were not only il dive, but had apparently
escaped from the city. Things had been happening with the pursuit, and they had to be updated as to the
latest. And they had to inditute even greater effort to find and destroy them.

Ddin blamed Kambil for that particular mess, and stared at the man's back as he followed the others
into a farly ornate interview room. If he had been in charge the way he should have been, those
responsible for keegping the five peasants dive would have paid for the incredible supidity with their own
lives It was only fitting, but Kambil was too soft to do what was proper. He would be their downfdl,
Ddin knew it with utter certainty, but as long as the man had control of the rest of ther Five—which he
obvioudy dill did—Ddin’s hands were chained rather than smply tied.

“As soon as we're seated, you may bring in Captain Althers” Kamhbil sad to the servant who
awaited them in the room. “You're to day just outside while we interview him, and when we're done
you'll show in the next person we wish to speak to. Isthat clear?’

“Completely, Your Excdlency,” the servant acknowl-edged with a bow as Ddin and the others took
their places on the two-stepped dais holding ther chars. Ddin's place became the end one on the
extreme left, and hishumiligtion over that was very panful. The last time an interview was conducted like
that, his place had been the one Kambil now occupied in the very center ...

“Your Excdlencies, Captain Althers” the servant an-nounced after he'd gone to the far door of the
room and gestured to someone in the room beyond. The man who entered was stocky and older than
Ddin and the others, but not as much older as the Advisors were. The newcomer bowed while the
servant dlently left the room and closed the door behind him, and Kambil gestured the man closer.

“Tdl us what you've learned, Captain Althers” he said. “You have word from the command sent
after the escaped criminds?’

“A number of pigeons flew in together, Excdlency,” the man replied after having waked nearer.
“Conddering the weather and how long it took to get them on the road, they made very good time. It
wasn't good enough, however, as they reached the convoy far too late for them to prevent the escape of
those criminds as wdl. The ones the command is following somehow ambushed the convoy and made
pris-oners of the guard members and drivers, and escaped into the countryside. The guardsmen and
drivers were dl adegp when the command reached them, so they were unable to say whether the
criminas | eft together or separately.”

“What about the spy in their midst?” Sdlendi demanded. “ Surely he found a way to leave word as to
where they were dl going?’

“Unfortunately, Excellency, he was found among the degping guardsmen,” Captain Althers admitted
with reluc-tance. “He was furious over having been discovered, as now there's no one Ieft to keep track
of the ariminds and pass on their whereabouts.”

“Thisis worse than Smply not good,” Kambil said in a tone that made the nervous Captain Althers
even more ner-vous. “What does the command intend to do next? Return here with nothing to show for
ther efforts?’



“Not a dl, Excdlency,” the captain protested, beads of sweat clear on his brow. “Wagons and
horses were taken from the convoy, so they mean to cast about for atral to follow. They won't return
empty-handed as long as there' s the dightest chance of finding those miscreants.”

“Let’s hope for dl our sakes that they're successful,” Kambil said, the frigid words adding a tremor
to the cap-tain’s hands. “Y ou're able to send a message by pigeon to them as wdl?’

“Not directly to them, Excdlency,” Althers corrected carefully. “The town of Quelin, not too far
ahead of them, has afadlity for receiving pigeon messages, and they’ll send someone ahead to see what
your orders are now.”

“Our orders are what they were to begin with,” Kambil said in the same chilly tones. “Those people
are to be found and executed, snce criminds of ther sort dways make peo-ple regret any leniency
they’ve shown. Once executed, the bodies are to be brought back here to Gan Garee, or the heads
doneif the rest is too unwiddy to handle. That com-mand is not to return without the results we demand,
be sure you make that clear to them. If they do ... well be ex-tremely unhappy.”

Ddin saw Althers swdlow hard before bowing in prep-aration to take his leave, but there was dill
quite alot which hadn’t been said. If the man knew the exact fate he and the others faced he would be a
good deal more earnest in his efforts, so Delin meant to add to what Althers had been told. He started to
open his mouth ... tried to open his mouth ... sat there slently struggling while the man backed away
toward the door ...

“Don't bother, Ddin,” Bron, who sat next to him, said in a very soft voice. “No one is interested in
anything you might have to say, so you've been ordered not to say it. Just St there and ligen and think
about the freedom your stu-pidity has cost you.”

Ddin would have snarled and screamed if he'd been able to, but even that had been denied him.
Rather than do any-thing which might draw attention to him, he had no choice but to amply st there and
accept that raging horror. Kambil chuckled and leaned forward to glance at him briefly, the glance saying
Kambil knew exactly how Ddin fdt and was glad of it. That made it worse, of course, but in a strange,
disant way it dso made things better. Ddin's father had dways ruled him with a hand of iron, never
dlowing him to speak of or show any evidence of what was being done to him. This was a familiar
gtuation, then, and one he had managed to get around ... inaway ...

“Excdlendies, Lady Hdlina Mardimil,” the servant an-nounced, then stepped out of the way of the
woman. She stalked in with blood in her eye, as far from the fear of the previous interviewee as it's
possible to get, and her tirade barely waited until the servant had closed the door again.

“How dare you send guardsmen to drag me back here to Gan Garee?’ she demanded as she
advanced on them, her tone nearly a growl. “Have you any idea of what my stand-ing truly is, that you
dare to treat me as though | were a common peasant? Y ou're dl mere children, and | know wel enough
how thoughtless children usudly are—and how in-solent they can be with ther eders. You will
immediady give orders to—’

“That's enough!” Kambil snapped, interrupting the fool of a woman as the other three on the dais
dirred with an-noyance. “If you think we don’'t know that you were related to three members of the
previous Five, you ridiculous har-ridan, you're actudly as stupid as you behave. What you seem to be
overlooking is the fact that it was the previous Five you had connections to. To the people who have
taken ther place, you're less than nothing. Am | spesking dowly and cdlearly enough for your limited
intdligence to takeit dl in?’

The woman's face had firs gone crimson with anger and humiliation, but then it had paled with the
redization that she was far from being untouchable in thelr eyes. Ddin could see tha dthough she redly
was a rather supid woman—as everyone who had ever come across her knew—she was intdligent
enough to be aware of where the true power lay. She'd seemed ready to add to what she'd dready sad,
but instead smply raised her chinin slent defiance of Kambil’s tongue-lashing.

“Well, a least we' ve achieved a somewhat polite slence from you,” Kambil observed, leaning back
in his chair again, the words jugt as hard as his previous ones. “Now that we have, we can get to the
purpose of thisinterview. Y ou were supid enough to flex your influence and reclaim that ridiculous son of
yours, and then you were incompetent enough to lose him again. For that, Madam, you will pay hard,



because if he ign't recaptured it will be you who gives up her lifein his place. Are you willing to do that to
protect him?’

“Give up my life for that ingrate?’ she demanded, her skin now pae as milk. “Surdy you're joking.
He threw my love and concern back in my face, and I'll never forgive him for that. If it's my permisson
you want—"

“Wake up, Lady Fool!” Sdendi took her turn to inter-rupt, the words dripping with scathing
contempt. “No one needs your permisson for anything, least of dl us. Keep your mouth closed unless
you're answering a question you' ve been asked, and listen to what you' re about to be told.”

“l couldn’'t have put that better mysdf,” Kambil added with an gpproving amile for Sdendi, then the
gmile died when he turned his attention back to the Mardimil woman. “What we want from you is an
expenditure of gold and effort, a private attempt to locate what was lost because of your negligence. We
have our own people out searching, but we want yours added to them—and we want daily re-ports on
what your people are doing and what they’re find-ing out. If you manage to recover your son and hand
him—or his body—over to us, you'll be dlowed to keep most of what you have. If you leave it to us to
find him ... Does the word ‘ pauper’ paint any pictures for you?’

The woman's shock caused her mouth to drop open, and for a moment Ddlin thought she would fal
inafaint. If her skin had been pae before, now it was chak white. It took her a long moment to recover
hersdlf, but then she nodded jerkily. She understood perfectly what had been told to her, and now would
urdly spare no effort to repair the error she'd made. She curtsed low—and shakily—before begin-ning
to back to the door, not at dl the same person who had entered. Ddin found that to be very much a
relief, and then the servant was entering the room again in her place.

“Lady Htrina Razas” the sarvant announced, but it wasn't a womaen aone who entered. A
sguare-faced, middle-aged man came in with her, a man whose skin was ruddy with embarrassment.
Ddin didn't know why that was, but once the servant was gone and the two people had bowed, he
quickly found out.

“Lady Eltrina Razas and the man she's supposed to be married to,” Kamhbil drawled as he gestured
for the two to come closer. *'Y ou may be wondering why only your wife was announced, Lord Grail, but
that’s eesly explained. Y ou've made a habit of alowing the femde to run around doing as she pleased,
just as though she had no husband to teach her better. With that in mind, we had you treated as the
nonentity you' ve chosen to be.”

The man'sjaw clenched hard as he gave the trembling woman a long glance, but he made no effort
to deny the charge leveled againg him. Ddin knew Lord Gral was a man who had fingers in a large
number of pies, and was aso the sort who had to preside over his holdings and bus-ness interests
himsdf. That was why his wife had been free to do as she pleased, but chances were excdlent that that
would no longer be the case.

“Your lack of puerile excuses impresses us, Lord Grall,” Kambil sad after a moment, the words
sounding sincere. “There are too few people in this empire who take respon-ghility for the things they
should, and I, persondly, am pleased that we seem to have found one. You've been in-formed of what
that femde has caused to happen?’

“Yes, Your Excdlency,” the man replied in a deep and gravdly voice. “Her itch to squirm made her
dam the use of a condemned crimind, which gave his accomplices the chance to free him. What may |
do to hdp repair that dis-gugting Stuation?’

“I'm afrad well have to inds that you finance a private search for the aimind, to add to the
resources dready expended by our own people,” Kambil responded with a samdl nod of approva. “If
your forces succeed before our own, you'll find yourself rewarded in a way that should please you. If
you fail, well, it smy sad duty to inform you that your wife' slifewill be forfeit. And that will be so even if
you haven't decided to repudiate your marriage and toss her out into the street.”

“Those terms are completely acceptable, Excdlency,” Lord Grall responded, again looking at the
trembling woman who now stood with her eyes closed and her face as chak white as the previous
woman's had been. “Although | should say that I’ ve decided againg throwing her out for the moment. |
haven't had nearly as much use from her as | should have had, but shéll make that up to me while she



dill lives. It would be unfar to other menif | let her go off on her own to find a fool she can manipulae
into acting on her behdf.”

“A decison | quite agree with, Lord Grall,” Kamhbil said, again sounding very gpproving. “Well
expect daly reports on the progress—or lack thereof—of your searchers, and well have our own
people coordinate with yours to save the duplication of effort. You and your property are now excused.”

A gimly stisfied look briefly touched Lord Gral's face a that, and the woman began to sob
soundlesdy. Kambil had just declared Eltrina a dave where Lord Gral was con-cerned, and chances
were excellent that he would treat her as one from now on. The man took the woman's arm and bowed
hisway out dragging her dong, and Kambil took the opportunity to glance a those stting around him.

“He was't putting on a charade for our benefit,” he murmured to his groupmates. “He meant
evarything he said, so we'd do wel to keep himin mind. There are any number of places where hell be
more than usful to us”

Bron and the other two nodded, but Ddin didn't bother. He wasn't one of those Kambil had been
gpeeking to, a truth he had no trouble keeping in mind. Lord Grail pulled Eltrina out of the room with a
jerk, and the servant appeared again with another bow.

“High Lord Embisson Ruhl,” the servant announced this time, then stepped aside to hold the door
wide, something he hadn’'t done the previous times. The reason for that be-came clear in a moment,
when four men carried in a litter which contained Lord Embisson. The High Lord was so clearly in pan
that Ddin had no trouble noticing—athough, come to think of it, Ddin hadn’t been noticing much at dl
with histalent latdy ...

“Set the litter down there and then leave us” Kambil ordered the bearers, pointing to a spot only a
few feet from the dais. “You'll be sent for again when the time comes for Lord Embisson to depart.”

The four men did as they were told, and once the door closed behind them Ddin gave his full
atention to Lord Embisson. The man was propped up a hit on pillows, and lingering bruises on his face
suggested why he' d had to be carried in. An accident of some sort had obvioudy befdlen the man, and
he hadn’t yet recovered fromiit.

“l find mysaf surprised a your appearance, Lord Em-bisson,” Kambil sad in a musng tone. “I'd
heard that you were set upon by thieves and beaten, but | thought you would surely be over the thing by

“I'mtold ... | won't be over it ... for sometime” Ruhl forced himsdf to say, hisface nearly as pde as
those of the two previous women. “More than ... casud damage was ... done to me, and ... my innards
... require more heding time ... than my outer saif.”

“That's interegting,” Kambil said, gill in that musng tone. “If 1 were into speculaing, | would guess
that the thieves were more interested in hurting you than in robbing you. But there s no point in building
guesswork in a matter that will never see it proved or disproved, not when the guilty haven't yet been
caught. Tdl me, Lord Embisson, do you enjoy being aHigh Lord?’

“l ... beg your pardon?’ Ruhl forced out, confuson now dearly touching him. “Certainly | ... enjoy
my postion. Have | ... misheard or misunderstood your question, Ex-cdlency?”

“Not at dl,” Kambil denied with a amdl headshake as he sat back in his chair. “l asked smply
because | wanted to gauge your reaction more accurately when you learned that you will no longer have
the privilege of cdling yoursdf High Lord. Ah, the news is devagtating to you, so you did more than
amply enjoy your postion. It was your greatest ddight, which means your punishment is completely
appro-priate.”

“Punishment ... for what?” Ruhl came close to demand-ing, the shock holding him so strongly. “What
have | done ... to merit such aterible fate?

“We ve learned that it was your orders which kept our former opponents dive” Kambil answered,
no longer la-conic. “It was you, you fool, who dso alowed the late Lord Lanir to take the girl of Fire
meagic for his own purposes! Hasn't anyone told you that Lanir had to be put down after he burned
himsdf out? Circumstances would suggest that he did that trying to match the girl’s strength when he
dis-covered that she was no longer under his control. The in-competent idiot couldn't match her, of
course, and after she dedlt with him she left his house and promptly freed two others of her Blending.



After that the three of them went after the convoy containing the last two members, and now the five are
together agan!”

“No!” Ruhl whispered, horror twisting his features. “That can't be truel ... They can't be free ... and
together agan!”

“But they are, and dl of that is thanks to you,” Kambil contradicted, his tone cold and unforgiving.
“Right now we ve Smply taken away the privilege of cdling yoursdf High Lord. For every three days
they remain uncaught, an-other level of nobility will be stripped from you. If they continue uncaught long
enough, you'll find yoursdlf lower than the lowliest peasant. At that point you'll be thrown into the street
to beg for whatever you need to keep yoursdf dive, and the didrict you'll be begging in will be one of
the ones which were part of your former holdings. Y our people will be cdled to carry you out again now,
but you'll return here in three days to find out just what your new statusis. Do you understand me?’

Ruhl’s nod was as jerky as the Mardimil woman's had been, but it was a good dedl more brief. The
men now looked devastated, and when Kambil rang for his bearers he just lay on the litter without
moving. Once he was removed Ddin expected the next person to be brought in, but the servant didn't
regppear and Kambil and the others stood and stretched.

“That’sit for now, but we'll have to discuss possible future moves in addition to those dready set in
motion,” Kambil said to the three people near him. “You, Ddlin, aren’t included in that, so you have my
permission to return to your wing. When we want you again we' |l send for you.”

The others amiled with clear amusement as Dedin obedi-ently got to his feet and headed out of the
room, going back to hiswing as he' d been ordered to do. His indde sdf raged with impotent anger over
being treated like this, but that was perfectly dl right. Kambil would expect him to react that way, and
above dl ese he needed to act the way he was expected to.

Jug as he had when he'd been in his father’s complete power. HE' d dways acted just the way he
was supposed to, and hisfather had never discovered the tiny, private part of his mind that planned and
plotted afitting revenge. That tiny part was now dive again, and somehow, some way, it would find the
path to freedom for him just asit had before. And, as he had with his father, Ddin now lived for the time
when vengeance would be his ....

Twenty-Nine

Lorand sat on the coach seat, Jovvi's degping head againg his shoulder, wishing he, too, could be
adeep. He waan't far from tota exhaugtion, but right now there was something required of him that had
to be done. They’d been ariving for two hours at least, but Hill hadn’'t found a safe place to stop and rest.

To Lorand's extended talent, the night was far from quiet. Even in the rain life continued its cycle, as
those who prowled the night did so with mild complaint rather than with gusto. Every lifeform out there
was busy, either hunt-ing, or growing, or warning of danger, or Smply heding in deep. Seep ... that
would have been nice ... theway Naran had dso fdlen adeep ... and the way Tamrissa was fighting not
to....

Suddenly Lorand’'s head snapped up, deep no longer the foremost thing in his thoughts. The area
they'd just reached ... the fedings of the animds around here were just that much different from normd,
the norma of empty woods and nothing of human habitation. Here the prowling or rest-ing animds were
uneasy and cautious, which ought to mean—

“Rion, tel Lidristo stop the coach,” Lorand said out his window, the words Rion had probably been
waiting for. The other man had been riding his horse close to the coach, usng his Air magic talent to keep
himsdf dry. “1 think there may be afarm or something around here, but | don’t know ex-actly where.”

“There should be a way to find out,” Rion responded, then cdled to the coach driver to stop. Alan
Meerk aso rode on the coach, Lorand knew, his horse tied to the back of it. The man had continued to
look disturbed and deep in thought, and it was possible that he rode on the coach with his man so that
the two could talk. Lorand wasn't much of a judge, but Alsn Meerk seemed to need someone friendly to
tak to very badly.

When the coach stopped, the fallowing wagon naturdly did the same. Those on horseback had been



riding in various pogtions, ether near the wagon, behind it, or ahead of the coach. Now everyone came
together, and Lorand put his head outside the window.

“There should be some sort of human habitation on the right Side of the road,” he told everyone. “The
problem will be finding the way to get to it in this darkness, so I'd like to try an experiment. If those of
you with Earth magic will try to link with me, we can search for what would be an unnatural opening in
the trees. | take it you dl understand what that would fed like?’

“l do,” Meerk said as he climbed down from the box, his words joining the agreement of three others
on horseback. “How do you want to do this?’

“Open yoursdf to the power, then reach out with it in my direction,” Lorand said, spesking to dl of
them. “I have no idea whether or not the link will work, but we should try it before we do something
ds”

Lorand didn't mention that the only something else would be his Blending with his groupmates.
Blending was ex-tremedly draining, and afterward most of them would be good for nothing but fdling
down and degping. This way some-thing might be accomplished without leaving their strongest protection
week and usdless.

It was obvious when the four other users of Earth magic opened to the power, just as obvious as the
fact that Meerk was the weakest of the group. The other three redly were Highs, and briefly Lorand
wondered if ther rdativdy fresh srength would overwhdm him when they tried to link—or if his
weariness would be the reason the experiment didn’t work. And then their power and talent touched him,
and more than new strength flooded into him. His own talent was magnified in some way, at the very least
twice as great asit was normdly ...

“Thereitis” Lorand said, digantly aware of the same words coming from the other four people in
the link. “A crude road cut into the woods about a hundred yards ahead, but more overgrown than a
road that’s used should be.”

They broke the link then so that those on horseback could ride to where the road began, and Lorand
had another sur-prise. The new strength he'd been given had ebbed only a little with the bresking of the
link, which meant he’d now have less trouble doing what was needed to make them safe.

Meerk went to his horse rather than dimbing back up on the coach, and then ther litle convoy
followed those on horseback. The road they’d found would have been passed without the least notice,
thanks to the darkness surrounding it and the fact that it had begun to be overgrown. Other riders came
up to join those with Earth magic, and the way light flared in the darkness and rain said that those others
hed Fire magic. When they turned off onto the road, they would not be traveling blind.

It took quite a few minutes of cautious traveling before they came to an area that had once been
cleared for culti-vation, and then another stretch of time before they reached buildings. Somewhere in the
darkness Lorand could tdl that there was a amdl herd of cattle, but the fed of pigs and chickens was
scattered dl over the place rather than centered in specific spots.

And the buildings themsdves ... there seemed to be three houses on each sde of a larger-than-usud
barn, but none of them showed a light. At that time of night the occupants should be adeep, of course,
but their arriva was redlly too noisy to be dept through. And then Lorand redlized that there was nathing
inthe way of indications of living beings insde those houses ....

“| think this place is deserted,” Jowi said, obvioudy having seen the same thing Lorand had. “I
wonder why they didn't take thair livestock with them.”

“I wonder why they would build 9x houses and a barn, then tarn around and abandon it dl,” Lorand
countered. “Something about this place just doesn't fed right ....”

Shouts came from up ahead, and Lorand had the distinct impresson that something had been found.
A rider came gdloping past the coach to stop a the wagon, the woman on the horse riding with one hand
to her mouth. That con-firmed the uneasy feding Lorand had, and Jowvi looked pos-itively aarmed. But
they didn’t find out what was causing the uproar until Rion came riding back.

“Until a few moments ago, | had convinced mysdf that | was no longer innocent,” Rion said in a
wooden voice, hisface paein the glow of the amdl bdl of flame which Tamrissa had set in the ar beside
him. “Now ... now | wish | truly were dill innocent, as the price of worldlinessis at times much too high.”



“Rion, what isit?” Jowi asked very gently, and Lorand had the impression tha she touched Rion
with soothing and loving concern. “What did you find that caused such an uproar?’

“The peopleinthis place ... they didn't leave,” Rion answered, his voice now filled with pain. “Aldn
Meerk sug-gested that this fam was established so far away from everything else because the people
were tired of working just to provide the nobility with more income. So they de-cided to take unclamed
land and work only for themsdlves, but clearly the nobility found where they were. They ...”

Rion's voice fdtered as he shook his head, very dearly unable to go on. But by then Vdlant had
joined him, and their groupmeate' s face wore an expression of furious and unrestrained rage.

“Those animds couldn’t dlow Sx families to escape from them and set up on ther own,” Valant
growled, not quite looking a anyone. “It would have given other people ideas, and that they certanly
didn't want. So they made an example of these people, hangin' each family from crude gibbets put up
outsde ther houses. Men, women, and chil-dren, even two infants. They’ve been hangin’ there for some
little time, certainly as a warnin’ to anyone who came to see how the ‘escapees were doin’. One look
tdlsit dl.”

Lorand fdt shock so great that he couldn’'t speak, smply holding to Jowi as she shuddered againgt
him. Tamrissa had one hand to her mouth, as though to hold back physcd illness and Naran wept
slently. What Vdlant and Rion had just said was beyond bdlief, far too savage and inhuman for it to be
redl. There had to be a mistake of somekind ...

“My father’s faam,” he found himsdf saying. “Could that be the red reason he didn't want me to
leave? Because he had to produce a certain amount in order to keep the nobility happy? And to let the
rest of uslive? But he never said that the farm was't hisadone ...”

“WEeve got to destroy them,” Tamrissa's voice came then, camly reasonable with only a hint of
hyderiato it. “The entire world changes with every day and everything new we learn, and every change
makes things worse. They kill and maim and destroy and endave, and no one does anything to stop
them. We have to do something, or we' re no better than those butchers are.”

“We will do somethin’,” Vdlant assured her, but his voice was too grim and hard to be soothing.
“Right now we've got to take those bodies down, then well dl spend the night in that barn. In the
momin’ we can have a mass cremation, and then talk about the details of what well do. This is more
then the last straw ...”

Lorand nodded and began to leave the coach to join them, but Rion quietly told him to stay where he
was before turn-ing his horse to follow Vdlant’s dready retreating mount. The new grength that Lorand
hed found was now drained out of him, SO he made no attempt to argue about saying in the coach. He
amply fdt a vague sort of impatience, wanting hisfull strength back so that they could begin to avenge sx
families of people who had sought for nothing but their freedom ...

Lidris dimbed down from the coach and more of the men and some women came from the wagon,
and even Tamrissa and Naran went to join the gridy cleanup effort. Even o it took quite some time, but
findly Lidris returned to mount the coach box again and urge the horses forward. They were brought to
the front of the barn, where Rion waited to open the coach door.

“The coach and wagon will be put behind the barn, and the horses stabled in the back hdf,” Rion
informed them as he helped Jowi out then turned to give Lorand a hand. “That leaves an adequate
amount of space for us humansin the front hdf, thank whatever Highest Aspect there might be. If we had
to stay in any of those houses, | think most of us would have dected to deep in the rain.”

“I know | would have,” Lorand said as he turned to close the coach door. “Staying in one of those
houses would be an inexcusable intruson, congdering that the owners of those houses were brutaly
murdered. Is there anything left that Jovvi and | can hep with?’

“No,” Rion began with a fant smile and a headshake, but his gentle denid was overridden by
someone e se's much stronger opinion.

“Yes, there is something the lady can do,” Meerk said as he strode over, his expresson totdly unlike
anything Lor-and had ever seen on the man before. “ Once everyone is in the barn, she can make certain
that there are no more spies amnong us. Once that's taken care of, I'll describe what 1I've been thinking
about to everyone together.”



“What sort of thing have you been thinking about, Al-sn?’ Jowi asked, a fant frown line between
her brows. “I can see tha it's caused you a good ded of pain, but that'sdl | can see”

“I've come to the concluson that | deserve the pain,” Meerk said, gpparently forcing himsdf to
discuss something he hadn’t been able to before. “ Everyone kept tdling me that | was being a backward
fool, seeing mysdf as more noble than the nobility because | refused to use their meth-ods to defest
them. And that was the way | saw mysdf, as someone too nobly upright to lower himsdf. | was even
willing to have people beieve me too frightened to fight, rather than Ietting them know that | was redly
too good a person to indulgein such bestid tactics. I’ ve now discovered that I”ve been lying to mysdf.”

“So you've reversed your former postion,” Jowi said with a nod, leading them dl into the barn and
out of therain. “Are you sure that that's what you redly want to do?’

“I've known it's what | should do for hours, only I kept finding excuses not to,” he replied, looking
down & his feet rather than at them. “I even tried to get Lidris to remind me what | believed our ams
ought to be, but Lidris has been doing his own thinking. We assured each other that we would continue
to do things the right way, and then we got here ...”

“And the right way became something else entirdy,” Jowvi finished for im with another nod. “Yes, |
not only understand completdly, | fed the same way. Everyone here is filled with thoughts of vengeance
and violence, and rather than trying to soothe those fedings away, I'm joining in feding them with
evaything indde me. Tomorrow we will make plans, but frankly 1 have no idea what they should be
beyond freeing any of our people who are il in Qudlin.”

They were interrupted by sounds of satisfaction coming from dl around, and Lorand suddenly
redized that the dampness he'd been feding for hours and had stopped no-ticing had &bruptly
disappeared. Then he saw Valant stand-ing with two other people, dl three of them glancing around in
the same direction, and thought he knew what had been done. Vdlant had linked with others having
Water magic, and together they’ d removed every bit of moisture from the dothing of their group.

“Bless that man,” Jowi said with a satisfied sgh of her own. “That wasn't anything like being able to
use a bath house, but somehow | now fed a bit cleaner. In the morning, when we' ve dl regained our
srength, we ve got to see about getting a bath.”

“There's something we have to see about before that,” Meerk said, not so much disagreeing as
gpesking what was uppermost in his mind. “Well have to put sentries out close to the road, to let us
know the minute our pursuers comein range of ther taent.”

“So that we can hide dl traces of where we are,” Jowvi said, a fant disstisfaction now touching her.
“It'stoo bad there ian't something dsewecan do ...."

“But there is, and not only can we, but we must,” Meerk said, drawing himsdf up sraighter. “Going
up agang Quelinisdl wel and good, but not while a large number of guardsmen are coming up behind
us Before we turn our attention to the enemy ahead of us, we have to completely diminate the enemy a
our backs. No one who knows any-thing a al about warfare would consder any other course of
action.”

Hearing that, Lorand stared at Meerk with an expression that must have suggested the man had two
heads. He' d said warfare, as though the word meant more to him than just another word for large-scae
fighting. Was it possible that the man actudly knew something about it, which the rest of them didn't? If
s0, the knowledge might actudly make the difference between ther winning a battle or two, and their
eventudly standing victorious over dl ther enemies ...

Thirty

Jowi wasn't sure about how to respond to what AlSn had said, not when his thoughts were so grimly
hard. What had happened to the man was something Jowvi had seen twice before, both times in the
presence of some sort of traumatic incident. The person involved had usudly had many private doubts
about what he or she was doing, and the shock of whatever incident reached them was so srong that
they be-gan to blame themsdves for wha had happened. And they accepted tha blame without
argument, thinking that if they hadn’'t dung to thar previous opinions then the incident might not have



taken place.

In some cases the change was a good thing, but in mogt it produced a srong fandticism in the reverse
stance which the person adopted. Their previoudy rejected ideas were now the only thing possible for
them to do, and they began to pursue the completion of those ideas no matter who tried to stand in their
way. It was true that they al needed to be strong and hard right now, but fanaticdsm was something ese
ertirdy ...

“l hadn’t redized that you knew so much about warfare, Alsn,” Jowi hedged, trying to get a clearer
reading of the man. “While we were looking for a safe place to rest, Tam-rissa told me that you'd
mentioned how unfortunate it was that we had no one who could be considered experienced in actud
warfare. We dl agreed that that was because the em-pire wasn't even supposed to have an amy,
athough now we know it does.”

“I’ve suspected the existence of an army for some time” Alsn responded, his tone of voice and the
tenor of hismind saying again that he now confessed the terrible things he'd done before. “I ... happen to
be a student of history, mil-itary history in particular, and one of the books | read said that no palitica
entity like our empire ever exigted in the world without an army, unlessit existed aone. And even then
there would probably be at least the remnants of the army which caused them to be done in the world.”

“That makes sense,” Lorand put in with a nod, and Jowvi was glad to see that he sounded supportive
and cautioudy enthusiagtic. “Now that you've made the point, | agree that we need to do something
about the guardsmen who are comring after us. Even if they smply passed us by and continued on to
Qudlin, that would do nothing more than reinforce the people we need to go up againg.”

“Exactly,” Aldn said with his own nod, now warming to his subject a bit more. “So we have to set up
an ambush, and make sure they don’t ever reinforce anyone ever agan.”

“You want us to kill them dl?’ Lorand blurted, and Jovvi could fed the shock inhim that the concept
hed been put that badly. “But didn’'t you say some of your people might be with them? How can you
suggest killing your own people?’

“Any guardsman who's a member of my organization will stand back and refuse to participate in a
fight,” Alan stated, the words very fla. “At least that’s what they dl swore to do, just as Grath swore to
be loyd to us. If they break ther sworn word the way he did, they deserve what-ever happens to them.”

“l ... see” Lorand muttered, dill taken aback, but Alsn Meerk noticed nothing of that. He clapped
Lorand on the shoulder, then looked around.

“People are beginning to bring the blankets and things out of the wagon,” he said, nodding toward the
men wak-ing from the back of the barn with their arms full. “That means they’re in the process of
gabling the horses, and they’Il need hdp with that. You and | will have to tak again later.”

Jowi watched Lorand amile and nod before Alan turned away, knowing wdl enough how he redly
fdt. Once Algn strode off, Lorand put an am around her and drew her close.

“Thisign't something | have to pretend to be enjoying,” he murmured, looking down into her eyes
with a amile. “I’ve needed this Snce the time before | woke up, but be-fore we go any farther with our
persond lives—such as they are—we need to talk. Is he redly as bad off as he seems?’

“Aldnisavery disturbed man,” Jowi replied with a Sgh, raisng one hand to touch Lorand's cheek.
“l intend to work with him to seeif | can help him to pull out of it, but if | can't well have to be very
caeful. He ign't far from suspecting everyone around him of being in league with ‘the enemy,” and that
will come to mean everyone who disagrees with him.”

“Are you redly going to check everyone's true fedings tonight?” Lorand asked, now looking
concerned. “I can see how tired you are, which means it might be best to save it for the morning.”

“I wish | could,” Jowi said, autometicaly soothing his concern for her. “It isn't very likdy that any of
the people with us are redly on the opposite side of this, but consd-ering the ruthlessness of the nohbility,
we can't afford to take any chances. Let’s find a comfortable place to st, and I'll get it over with.”

When he amply nodded and began to look for the place she wanted, Jowi redized that she loved
him more than ever. Another man would have added to her burden by try-ing to “protect” her, but
Lorand smply helped her do what she needed to. There was no certainty that they would sur-vive the
coming confrontations with their enemies, but if they did Jowi knew she would never let Lorand out of



her Sght and reach again.

An abandoned bae of hay near one of the gdls made a good place to St down, and Jowvi noticed
that others of the group were amilarly seated on other bales. After looking a those who were Stting
down and those who were up and heping to get them settled, it became clear that those who had been
roused firsd were running out of strength firgt. Those who hadn’t been awake as long were moving with
difficulty, but they were dill moving.

Without the Blending entity to help her, Jowi was only able to do a surface scan of ther companions.
Those who were Highsin Spirit megic were the hardest, of course, but it quickly became clear that they
hadn’'t had her training or practice in usng ther taent. Duplicity, marked by nervous-ness or smugness,
was easy to see, s0 that was what she searched for. Once she had touched everyone and hadn’t found
anything suspicious, she turned her head to Lorand again.

“There ign't anything overt to find, so that should do it for tonight,” she reported. “ Some of them have
reservations about being involved in this, but that's natural enough. To-morrow we can use the Blending
entity to check more deeply, but I’ ve had a thought. Are we going to urge these people to form their own
fives, and then teach them how to Blend?’

“If you' re worried that giving them the information will put them in jeopardy, don’t forget that they're
dready init,” Lorand pointed out. “If you think instead that they might run wild, I'll agree that that's a
posshility—if you'll agree that the choice and opportunity is rightfully theirs. Keeping things from people
because they might not handle the information properly is living ther lives for them, and no one has the
right to live someone elsg' s life”

“Not unless they want to end up beng jugt like the no-bility, even if only in a amdl way,” Jowvi
agreed. “No, running wild wasn't what | was thinking about. Training was my concern, as it's farly
obvious that these people haven't had much. Wdl, tomorrow we can discuss it with the others and find
out what they think.”

Jowi had shortened the discusson because she saw Tanma, Rion, and Naran approaching with
blankets and waterskins. The three looked dmog as tired as Jowvi fdt, but their amiles of gregting were
warm.

“WEe ve taken possession of thisbig box sdl over here” Tamma said, gesturing with her head as she
and the others stopped a few feet short of where Jowi and Lorand sat. “If you'll give us a couple of
minutes we Il have your beds dl laid out and ready to get into.”

“Jug ours?’ Lorand asked, hdping Jowi up before mov-ing forward to give Tamma a hand with her
burdens. “What about the rest of you? Unless you' ve found some deep, mys+ica secret, you need deep
as badly as we do.”

“Oh, wéll certainly be joining you,” Naran said with a amile and a headshake as Lorand tried to take
her blankets as wdl. “No, thank you, my dear, but these aren’t so heavy that | can't take them the rest of
the way. And you can be certain that Rion and Tamrissa will be using their own beds. Vdlant is taking
charge of the firg watch, Rion will have the second, and Tamrissa the third.”

“Having third watch was my own idea” Tamma said over her shoulder as she took one of the
blankets from Lor-and and began to spread it over the rdaively clean straw in the gdl. “There are two
bath houses a short distance behind this barn, equdly distant from both rows of three houses, and we're
going to assume that one is for men and one for women. While the Water people are on watch they'll
purify the water as best they can, so that when | and other Fire magic users come on, we can hest it for
bething. If we don't find those following guardsmen in our lgps firg thing to-morrow morning, I’'m going
to have abath.”

“And I'll be right there with you,” Jowi assured her. “We don’t, by any chance, have any dean
clothes available, do we?’

Jowi knew her voice had been wigtful, but having clean clothes handy wasn't very likdy. She knew
better than most whet it was like to be on the run from those who wanted to hurt you, and deanliness
showed up in avery minor position on the ligt of absolute necessities.

“Our associates don't have any, of course, but it so hap-pens that we do,” Tamma answered, then
laughed at Jovvi’s expression of ddlighted surprise. “You can thank Naran for that, because she's the one



who packed them while there was 4ill time to do things like that.”

“Don't thank me until you see what | chose,” Naran denied with a smdl laugh as Jowi went over to
hug the girl. “1 grabbed whatever happened to be handy, so welll dl probably end up looking as though
we were dressed by the color-blind.”

“That’s better than having people think we were dressed by someone without a sense of smdl,” Jowvi
retorted with her own laugh. “But why are we dl standing around here? Let’s everyone make his or her
own bed and then liein them, because come morning we get to bathe!”

Everyone joined the laughter then, but they adso did as she'd suggested. The beds were made up
rather rgpidly with room to spare, then Rion looked around.

“I'm going to speak with Vdlant one last time before | retire” he said, his hand touching Naran’s arm
gently and briefly. 1t shouldn’t take more than a moment or two, and then I'll be back.”

“Rion, wait,” Lorand said softly, then turned to Jowvi. “Is he anywhere close enough to hear me?’

“No,” Jowi replied after a quick look around with her tdent, knowing Lorand referred to Aldn
Meerk. “He s dill busy with getting dl the horses settled in.”

“Good,” Lorand said, then returned his attention to Rion but included Tamma and Naran in on the
conversation. “All of you—and Valant—should know what happened with Al-an Meerk jud a litle
while ago. We may end up having trouble with the man.”

Lorand repeated the discusson as briefly as possible, and when he was through Tamma shook her
head while Rion and Naran Smply looked disturbed.

“I redly hope Jowvi can pull him out of it,” Tamma said, a large portion of her weariness showing
through. “I un-derstand that we have to do something about the guardsmen coming behind us, but to
think that we should just kill them ... | don’'t know if | can agree with that. If they were the ones who
hanged these familiesit would be different, but just because they probably wear the same uniforms ...”

“I'm forced to agree with Tamrissa,” Rion said, gill held by disturbance. “We must consider dl our
options carefully before we do something rash, and killing without much prior thought is about as rash as
it comes. But I'll take Vdlant asde and warn him, and tomorrow we can al discussit with clear heads.”

After touching Naran's am again Rion left, and the rest of them went to the blanket-beds they’'d
prepared. Lorand had put hisright next to Jovvi’s, of course, but the satisfac-tion of that was dimmed by
the thought of what tomorrow might concelvably bring. Jowi had been able to fed what her groupmates
hed at the thought of killing, but she re-membered something they apparently didn't: they’d dready killed
without regret, in that firg competition. Being part of the Blending entity seemed to change dl of them ...

And, if it became necessary, they would certainly kill again. It just remained to be seen how everyone
would take mass daughter of the helpless, if it came down to that ....

Thirty-One

Rion stretched when he awoke and reached to where Naran had dept, but only to discover that she
was no longer there. Deep breathing said that he was't done in the box gdl, but gtting up and looking
around showed only a deeping Valant. Everyone else was gone, induding the woman of Rion's heart.
That probably meant she was off in the bath house, which made Rion chuckle. His greatest rivd for
Naran’s afections was a pool full of warm water.

Although he would have welcomed a few more hours of deep, Rion decided it was time to Sart the
new day. He, too, would enjoy being able to take a bath, and having clean dothing available was the
result of a joint effort. They'd gotten into the habit of washing their worn dathing in the face basins of
their inn rooms, and then Vdlant would re-move mogt of the water from the freshened dothing. Then
Tamrissa would use hest to remove the rest, a the same time taking many of the wrinkles from the
dothing as well. The last of it had been his chore, unnecessary but neverthe-less rather pleasurable: he
would bring ar scented with fresh forest odors, and pass that through the washed dothing.

Rion smiled wryly &t that as he stepped quigtly out of the box g, Hill rather shocked that he took
such thingsin stride. He should have been bewalling the loss of servants to do the work, the fact that he'd
been reduced to desping in a barn, the truth that he was now a hunted crimind. But none of that seemed



to matter, and in point of fact he’'d never been so happy in his life Now there was something Mother
would have loved to heer ....

Here and there there were people dill adeep in various box gals, but the horses seemed to have
been taken out and turned loose in a large paddock. Rion stopped at the coach to get the only set of
dothing that was redly his—the outfit he'd been wearing when Tamrissa had rescued him. What he now
wore was Vdlant's dothing, which fit surprisngly well. But dothing wasn't his redl immediate problem;
find-ing out which of the set of bath houses was being used by the men was.

So he walked away from the coach and the barn heading for both of them, then got the luck he'd
been hoping for when he saw one of the men coming out of the bath house to the right. The man nodded
to him pleasantly, a combined gregting and confirmation that that was the men's bath house, so Rion
returned the nod and entered the house.

“Rion, why are you up so early?’ Lorand’s voice came, drawing Rion's atention to those in the
water. “ After the hours you spent on watch, you should sill be deeping.”

“I'll deep longer once we have dl the nagtiness behind us,” Rion replied as he headed for a bench
where he might leave dl his clothing. “How's the water?’

“Lifesaving,” Lorand responded, causng the other five men in the bath with him to chuckle. “And as
soon as we finish washing, we have a good breakfast to look forward to. Our coach driver Lidriss man
occupation isT't driving a coach, it seems. He's redly an experienced chef, and that's the way he earns
hisslver when he isn't working for Meerk’s organization. He's taken over the chore of feeding us, and
everyone else will take turns hdping him.”

“I wonder if | have any talent for cooking,” Rion mused aoud as he undressed. “I certanly have an
interest in eat-ing, but | understand that the two don't necessarily go to-gether.”

“No, they don't,” Lorand agreed, laughing dong with the others again. “I'm living proof of that ....”

Rion wondered why Lorand's comments seem to smply tral off, and then he wondered if he were
only imagining things. That was an excdlent possibility—until he entered the bath and Lorand came up to
him after he' d been given the time to wet himsdf thoroughly.

“We have to tak,” he said softly, as though he merdy inquired again about the enjoyability of the
water. “We have to decide about sharing our knowledge with the people around us.”

“I hadn’t redized there was a question about that,” Rion replied in tones equdly as oft, this time
serioudy surprised. “Aren't there too many people around who are keeping se-crets as it is? Why would
we want to join ther number? And if this is truly war which we face, anything we hold back could
conceivably be the one thing which gives victory to our enemies”

“You misunderstand me” Lorand said with a wry amile. “I’ve dready liged dl the reasons why we
should share what we know, s0 you don’'t have to do it dl over agan. Wha | meant was decide about
how to share the knowledge. These people have only had a very amdl amount of ingruc-tion in usng
their talents, about as much as we got in the beginning in those qudifying classes. Should we begin by
putting them through those exercises until they’re good at them, or should we go sraight to having them
make up Blendings?’

“There are about twenty of them, | think,” Rion said, automaticaly wetting his arms and shoulders
and chest. “Is there an even divison of tdents in that twenty? If not, there might be a problem about
forming Blendings”

“There might be a problem even if there is” Lorand sad with a thoughtful frown. “If some of them
don't get dong with the others, no one will want to be in a Blending with them. And if dl the rgjects end
up in the same Blending, ether they won't be able to make it work, or they’ll be congantly gtarting up
with the other Blendings rather than waiting to use their ability on the enemy. We'll have to tak to the
others about this, but | think we Il have to go with training them first. That way we can get to know them
as they get to know each other.”

“You make it sound as though we have dl the timein the world,” Rion remarked, looking around for
the jar of soap he'd seen a the bath’s edge before entering the water. “I serioudy doubt if that's true,
and there's another problem you seem to have overlooked. We dso have to decide what to do with
Alsn Meerk, evenif he returns to his origind sdf and stops being so intense. He and Lidris are the only



two people among us who aren’t High taents, and that's bound to make trouble no matter what any of
usdo.”

“That's something else | hadn’'t thought about, and | should have,” Lorand said, running both hands
through hiswet hair. “I'll go and tak to Jowi and Tamrissa, and when Valant wakes up we can have a
meseting. Meanwhile, | think well do wel to set up a practice schedule for our companions. If they don’t
overdo it, the workout will help them no matter what we decide to start with.”

Rion nodded his agreement, then went for the soap while Lorand headed out of the bath. He used
the soap to wash firg his hair and then his body, and when he'd rinsed off completely, one of the other
menin the bath approached him.

“I'm Torbin Lohl, Air magic,” the man said by way of introduction, his amile somewhat on the
tentetive sde. “Do you mind if | ask you something?”

“Not at dl,” Rion replied as pleasantly as possible. He 4ill fdt a bit of reserve with strangers, but
nothing like what he used to. “And I’'m Rion Mardimil, dso Air magic.”

“l know,” Torbin Lohl replied, his manner dill tentative. He was a tal, thin man with a long face,
goproximately the same age as Rion and his Blendingmates, but with a bit less salf-possession. “Since
we're both Air magic users, | de-cided that you're the one | should ask. Did | hear you and the other
men Ssay something about training us?’

“That's Lorand Call, Earth magic, and yes, you catanly did,” Rion responded. “Our five went
through rather in-tense sessons of training, which improved our handling of our various tents. We know
you'll dl benefit from the same, but what we teach you and when depends on how long we have until the
pursuing guardsmen catch up to us. It won't help to form you into Blendings if you don’t have time to
practice as Blendings”

“You ... want us to become Blendings?’ the man asked, now looking disturbed as he glanced back
a the othersin the water. “But that's againgt the law. If they catch us, well be executed on the spot.”

“My dear man, what do you expect will happen any-way?’ Rion said, trying to hold back his sudden
annoyance. “The nobility got rid of you people in the firg place because you' re much too dangerous to
have around, and that, by the way, is the reason for the law you just mentioned. The no-hility is afrad to
have anyone know too much about their ability, for fear that someone will find out that their Seated
Blendings aren't redly what they're supposed to be. My groupmates and | have decided not to let that
continue, and we thought you al chose to join usin our endeavors. Were we wrong?’

“Vey frankly, | have no ideg,” the man said, sounding as bewildered as the other three looked. “We
dl woke up to find oursdves in a Stuation we never imagined, and for one reason or another decided
agang going home. We aso decided to throw in our lot with your group, but | never thought—Waell, |
don't know what | never thought, but it looks like | have to do some thinking now.”

The other three men murmured ther agreement, and Rion suddenly redlized how ... disoriented and
logt they mugt fed. One minute they were being tested as potentia Highs who might have careers with the
empire, and the next they awoke to find themsdlves hunted criminds. It was a terrible thing to have
happen, even to people who were more or less prepared for it.

“You might dlso want to discussit with the others” Rion suggested after a moment, now spesking a
good deal more gently. “You're dl entitled to make your own decisons just as we did, so don’t be afraid
that you'll be forced to do anything you don’t want to. Think about it, talk it over with the others, and
then we'll dl have a meeting.”

Lohl and the others nodded, but not with very much en-thusiasm. That couldn’t be helped, of course,
but one thing could be: his presence was now an intrusion, keeping the four men from speaking their mind
to each other. For that reason Rion rinsed off one more time, then Ieft the bath. The four men would
appreciate the privacy, and hopefully use it to settle dl their qualms,

Once dressed again and outside, Rion discovered that the temporary kitchen had been set up a the
back of the wagon, which stood on the opposite side of the barn doors from the coach. Interesting
aromas wafted to him from the large cookfire, and made him glad that the sun was trying to come oui.
The lack of rain would make their egting outdoors seem dmogt like a picnic—unless the pursuing ants
swooped down a just the wrong time. For their own sake, Rion hoped they didn’t. If his med was



interrupted before his hunger was assuaged, he would take his crossness out on those who caused the
interruption.

Naran greeted him with a radiant amile and a tasty kiss, the tastiness coming from the food she'd
been in the process of edting. There were eggs on the metdlic plate she ate from, but there was dso
chicken and ham. Not exactly the most usud of breakfasts, but apparently a hearty one.

“You look troubled, my love” she said after amoment, her amile fading. “1s something wrong?’

“Only in amanner of speeking,” he replied, smoathing her hair back with one hand as he tried to use
his own amile to restore hers. “Some of our companions are ... confused about what they might be asked
to do, and we need to have a generd mesting. But fird the others and | should talk.”

“Jowi and Tamrissa are over there)” Naran said with an understanding nod, indicating the two
women Rion had a-ready noticed. “Lorand has gone to bring food to the men on watch, and should be
returning any moment. I’'m not certain, but | think Valant is dill adeep.”

“He was when | left the gdl,” Rion agreed, then touched her arm gently. “I'm going to get something
to eat mysdf, then I'll talk to Jowvi and Tamrissa. Will you do me the honor of saying by my sde?’

“Forever,” she replied with that dear amile curving her lips again, but then it was logt for the second
time “But | have the definite feding that we'd do best not spending too much time in discussion. Those
guardsmen who are coming after us ... | can dmogt fed them breathing down the back of my neck.”

Rion experienced a chill at those words, so cdosdy did they maich his own fedings. They weren't
going to be a-lowed much time at dl, so they had to do as well as they could with what they had. After
thet ... wel, that dl de-pended on what happened before the afterward came ...

Thirty-Two

By the time Lorand came back from bringing food to the people on watch, Valant had come out for
hisown break-fast. He' d aso taken a quick—cold—bath before lying down for afew hours of deep, so
once he and Lorand fin-ished egting we were able to have our meeting—which Lor-and opened.

“Wedl agree we don't have much time, so let's get to the most important topic firs,” he sad as he
looked around a us. “Rion told us that some of our companions here might not be ready to commit
themsealves to our plans yet, and that despite the fact that they’ ve come dong with us. Should we smply
get them started on practice exercises, or get the question of commitment settled fird?’

“Why don't we start by asking them if they’ ve made up ther minds yet?” Jowi suggested. We stood
by oursdves to one sde of the back of the barn, and the others seemed to be ddiberately giving us
privecy. “If they have made up their minds, then that part of it is out of the way. If they haven't, they can
practice while they’ re thinking about what to do.”

Everyone liked that suggestion, so Rion partidly changed the subject by asking how we were going
to train the Air magic users once we got past the initid exercises. The build-ing he' d been trained in had
been sedable, but we had noth-ing like thet a our disposal. It was a definite problem, but rather than try
to think of a solution, my mind indsted on returning to the problem that was mine to solve. I'd aready
done more thinking about it than I'd found comfortable, but the concluson was unavoidable. | had to
gpologize to Vdlant.

| glanced a him where he stood Spping tea, more than aware of how far avay from me he'd kept
himsdf. | suppose I’ d even hdf expected him to apologize, but an anvful lat of time had passed since he'd
spoken hismind. If he were going to regret what he' d said he would have aready done so, so that meant
it was up to me. Which it redlly should be, | admitted to mysdf with an inner sgh. He'd done more than
his share trying to make a relaionship between us work, so now it had to be my turn.

The others didn't take very long to decide that nothing could be done about Rion’s problem a the
moment, so dl we could do was keep it in mind in case a solution presented itsdf a some future time.
We were one step away from ending the meding and cdling the others together—in be-tween which
times I'd girded mysdf to speak to Vdlant—when an unexpected interruption came.

“The 9x of you are off here dl by yoursdves” Alsn's voice suddenly came as he appeared dmost
out of nowhere. “Would you like to tdl the rest of us what you're talking about?’



“You could have joined us and found out firghand,” Jowvi said a once before anyone ese could
speak, gving him the sort of amile | didn’'t know if | would have been able to show. “We discovered tha
some of the people here aren't quite sure about committing themsdlves completdy to our efforts, so
We're going to give them a chance to think about it and let us know when they make up ther minds
We ve dso decided to get started right away with showing them the first of the exercises they need to do
to increase their tlents, and Rion has pointed out a problem we Il be having with Air magic training. After
that, we decided it was time to call a generd mesting.”

“And you needed to be off by yoursdves for that?' he asked with a snort, meking his disbdief very
clear. “Some-how | don't think so, but we can discuss what you redly talked about later. Right now |
want to hear about the people you say have decided not to join us. They can’t not join us, and we have
to make that clear to them.”

“Algn, | said they hadn’'t yet made up their minds,” Jowvi corrected gently but firmly. “But even if
some of them have decided not to participate in whatever we do, there won't be any question about
forang them. If we start out right from the beginning doing things the way the nobles do, what's the sense
inour bothering to displace them? There' s a big difference between using their own methods againg them
to defend ourselves, and usng their methods to control the people supporting us.”

“But didn’'t you just say they weren't going to support us?’ he countered, obvioudy hearing only
what he cared to. “If we're going to win this thing, we have to understand that anyone not with us is
agang us. We—"

“No,” Lorand denied, interrupting immediatdy. “That doesn’'t happen to be true, so don’t even think
it, let done say it. Thereis such athing as being neutrd, Snce not everyone can handle the idea of a fight.
We won't be forcing anyone to do what they don’t decide on their own to do.”

“Is that your way of saying I'll be standing done? Alsn demanded, his craggy face twisted into
something that wasn't very nice to see. “That even your group has decided to abandon me? If that's the
case, then—"

Suddenly his words broke off, and he amply stood garing into space. He'd obvioudy been working
himsdf up into atrue rage, so | had no idea what was happening until Jowvi spoke.

“l have him under control now, and not a minute too soon,” she said, her voice the least bit uneven.
“His mind has redly buckled under the gtrain, and he was about to become totaly irrationd. | think |
might be able to bring him back, but I"ve got to work on him now. Lorand, please hdp me take him into
the barn, then keep everyone ese out for awhile”

Therest of us stood there watching as Lorand took Al-sn’s arm and gently began to guide him into
the barn behind Jovvi. The man moved as though he were adeep, jerkily and dowly, and | thought that
Jowi needed Lorand' s pres-ence for something other than help. If she had Alsn under control, he would
have followed her without protest to wherever she wanted him to go. Rion and Naran moved closer to
the barn doors, obvioudy ready to keep others out, so | took the opportunity to grab my courage with
both hands and turn to Vdlant.

“Guilt can do some redly terrible thingsto a person,” | commented, holding back on the shiver | fet
ontheingde “And spesking of guilt, I'm forced to admit that it's become my turn to gpologize. | ... was
seaing things from only my own point of view, and | have blamed you for things that weren't redly your
fault. Y ou were right about everything you said the other day, and | ... gpologize”

“Apology accepted,” he said, but he dill Spped at his tea and gazed a something other than a me.
“Don't let it bother you anymore.”

“Don't let it bother me” | echoed, having no ideawhat was wrong. “Isthat dl you're going to say? |
thought ... After | made mysdf do the right thing ...”

My limping protest ended rather aoruptly, snce | had no idea what might be added to it. |
suppose—no, | know— expected everything to be dl right between us again, but there he stood, barely
paying even hdf atention to me. But then he seemed to draw himsdf together again, and tha very light
gazefdl on me.

“Wha dse do you want meto say?’ he asked, his voice containing echoes of that commanding tone
he' d been usng so much lately. “You gpologized to me and | appreciate that, but it isn't redly you doin’



the apologizin’. You're usn’ the power to hep you do what you think is fair, but I'll wager thet the little
grl ingde you 4ill believes everythin' was my fault. You're gettin’ redly good at forcin® yoursdf to do
whet you think you should, but thet dill isn't you doin’ it. Y ou gill want someone who's perfect, and that
igTtme”

“Where do you get off tdling me what | do and don’'t want?’ | demanded, suddenly so outraged that
| could barely contain the anger. “It nearly killed me to apologize to you, and now you're saying it
doesn’'t count? Who in chaos do you think you are to tdl me what | want?’

“I'm someone farly persondly involved,” he countered, a gleam in those very light eyes that wasn't
quite amuse-ment. “Right from the beginnin’ | spent my time tryin’ to force mysdf on you, and I’ ve findly
learned that that kind of thing never works. Now you're the one doin’ the forcin’, so I'm tryin’ to save
you some trouble. When you redly want somethin’' to grow between us it will, but until then you're
wadin’ both our time”

“Why, you stiff-necked, opinionated—" My words broke off, but not because | thought I might
offend him. I amply couldn’t think of anything vile enough to cal him, not after he'd told me thet | didn’t
know my own mind! “How dare you treat me as though | were a giggling, mind-less child? | do know
whet | want, and | don’'t need you to tdl me what thet id If I've decided there should be some-thing
between us, who are you to tdl meI’m wrong?’

It actudly took a couple of minutes before | redized what 1'd just said, but | was so angry that |
didn't care. And the fact that his amusement suddenly became more obvious didn't help in the leadt. |
was absolutely furious, and | might have lost my temper completely if Rion and Lorand hadn’t suddenly
appeared between us.

“Tamrissa, take it easy,” Lorand soothed, his gentle hand to my face dmost more then | could bear.
“You can't afford to kill him the way he so richly deserves, not now. We need everyone available to fight
agand the red enemy, but as soon as we take care of them, he's dl yours. Jowi sad to tdl everyone
that she was able to reach Alsn Meerk’s prob-lem more easly than she'd dared to hope, and is now in
the process of hdping him to hed himsdlf. As soon as she's through, we ll—”

Thistimeit was Lorand’ s words which broke off abruptly, and the way he looked away from me and
into the far distance was disturbing enough to reach through my an-ger. | was about to ask hm wha was
wrong, when his answer came before the question.

“They're darting to surround us,” he said, his tone per-fectly reasonable and matter-of-fact. “Our
sentries are busy watching the road, but they aren’t coming dong the road. They’ve taken to the woods
to approach, and there must be at least a hundred of them. We've got to do something, or we'll dl be
taken.”

“Naran, tdl Jowvi!” Vdlant snapped, tossing away his teacup as though it were an unimportant piece
of paper. “Have her make the sentries pull back, and then get ready to Blend. Rion, tdl the others what's
happenin’. Lorand, how far away are they? How much time do we have until they’re close enough to
attack?’

“We have no more than twenty minutes to haf an hour until they’ re completely in position,” Lorand
replied, no longer sounding as though he were half-adeep. “ Chaos rot those sentried! | told them to use
their tdlent rather than their eyesight, but they weren’t even touching the power when | brought them their
food. Everyone is too wdl trained not to touch the power, and they haven't overcome the habit yet.”

“If they don’t learn to adapt, they won't live to overcome it,” Vdlant said shortly as he looked
around. “And so much for trainin’ the others to use their talent. W€l have to do what we can with what
we ve got, but we need an organized plan of defense. Is Meerk likdy to be in shape to hdp us?’

“l serioudy doubt it,” Lorand said with a headshake. “Jowvi told me he'd be confused, disoriented,
and unsure of himsdf for awhile after she released him. It looks like we're on our own.”

“But our own is a good ded better than nothing,” | pointed out, taking a deep breath as |
draightened up. “Someday | might tdl you what being done can be like, rather than being one of a
group. Since we are a group, I’'m not worried about what will happen. Whatever they try, well be adle
to handleit.”

“That's the way | fed,” Lorand agreed with a smdl but actud amile, looking firg a me and then at



Vdlant. “Wdl, we've dl been wondering what our Blending might be able to do againg more than just
another Blending, and now we're about to find out. If we end up disappointed, it won't be for long.”

Vdlatt made a sound of distracted but amused agreement, and | dso fdt the same. Those
guardamen in the process of surrounding us weren't likdly to let us live if they won, so our losing would
definitdy not be a disgppointment to us for long. | redized | ought to be upset over the posshility thet |
might die soon, but | wasn't. Living or dying would be done with my groupmates, and that made
whatever came perfectly acceptable.

People were dready running over to join us, with Rion griding aong behind. It looked like he'd
wisdy handed over the job of derting everyone to someone else, and now re-turned to be with us. The
babble of questions was rather intense, but Vdlant Imply waved their questions away with a distracted
ar. Everyone would be told what was happening at the same time, his refusa suggested, and Lorand was
unavailable to ask as he had gone back toward the barn to see about Jowvi.

One of the new arivas had the bad judgment to grab my am in a demand to know wha was
happening, but he snatched his hand back quickly enough when | put a few flames under it. Then he had
the nerve to look shocked, so | shook my head a him.

“Are you redly too supid to understand that we're dl getting ready for a fight?” | asked, annoyed
over how wounded he looked. “You don't touch people in that sort of frame of mind, not unless you
don’'t mind getting hurt. You dready know everything we do, so just stand there and keep quiet. Once
everyoneistogether, well decide what to do firs.”

More than that one man heard what | said, so they bused themsdves pestering each other with
questions rather than bothering us. People were ill running over when Lorand and Jowi came out of the
barn, and when they reached us Jovvi shook her head in answer to Valant's unasked ques-tion.

“Algnwill be dl right, but he can’t help us now,” she said with a Sgh. “His mind is busy heding itsdf
and re-arranging the ideas which had begun to obsess him, so his military knowledge is out of reach. |
touched our sentries and made them hurry back here, so they’ll be with us in just a fev minutes Is
anyone dse missng?’

We dl looked around to check on that, but even Lidris had |eft his cooking fire to find out what was
going on. Once the sentries got back we would al be there, to discuss whet to do againg the people who
were after us. My touch on the power fought to keep my mind and thoughts hardened, but one of the
things Lorand had said kept ringing in my head: there were & least a hundred of them. All told, our Sde
hed bardly more than twenty-five. If those hundred or so linked up, would that make up for ther not
being High taents?

And how much help would our twenty be to us? Enough to let uswin againg four times our number?
The day was becoming redly nice and warm and sunny, but a sudden, invisble cloud brought a definite
chill with it.

Thirty-Three

“We won't walit for the sentries” Vdlant suddenly decided aloud, quieting the babble of voices with
the tone he some-times used to use aboard ship. “Even on horseback it will take them a few minutes to
get here, and those are minutes we can't spare. As dl of you should know by now, the guardsmen who
were chagn’ after us are now tryin' to sneak up on us. There are about a hundred of them, and they’ll be
here in about twenty minutes. Does anyone have a plan of defense they’d like to sugges?”’

“We have to tak to them,” a man in the back of the crowd said in a very ... assured tone of voice,
“We'redl High tdents here, after dl. Once we explain that and they understand clearly what they’d be
facing, they' re certain to change their minds. They aren’t stupid, after dl.”

“No, stupid ign't the proper word for them, just as it isn't for you,” Valant said, again overriding the
babble. “You don’'t want to fight, so you're searchin’ for reasons why they won't fight. What you're not
tekin' into consderation is the fact that their wants aren't at dl important, not when they have thar
orders. They’re supposed to capture or kill us, and if we don’'t surrender that’s exactly what they’ll try to
make happen.”



“Then we have to surrender,” awomean said, also sound-ing completely reasonable. “If we don’t give
them a reason to kill us, they’ll have to take us back for atrid or some-thing. That's better than trying to
resst usdedy, so—"

“Woman, you are supid,” another mde voice inter-rupted, sounding completely out of patience.
“Have you d-ready forgotten those bodies we found hanging when we firs got here? What do you
imagine those amdl children and infants did to cause themselves to be killed? This prob-ably won't be the
same group coming after us who did that to the farm families, but they are being sent by the same people.
If you want to bet your life on their being reason-able, | don’t.”

“All right, no persondities” Valant ordered as people began to argue more than discuss. “I don't
want to hear anyone cdlin' anyone dse names, not when we have more than enough enemies comin’
through the woods. | take it that no one has an actud plan, otherwise they would have dready said so.
Am | right?’

He looked around dowly enough to give everyone a chance to disagree with him, but unfortunately
no one did. That meant just one thing, so he got right to it.

“Then the only thing we can do is play it by ear,” he said, trying to keep dl fedings of impending
defet out of his tone. “Well have a generd plan, but one with enough flexibility to let us adapt it to
whatever happens. The firdg thing | want you to do is to get into groups dong with the others of your
aspect. When the time comes you'll dl link up, but until then save your strength.”

No one was particularly happy with that, but not even the sentries, who had ridden up by now and
dismounted in a cdloud of dust, could suggest anything better. Trying to put those people into Blendings
would have been a waste of time they didn’'t have, since the pressure of the coming at-tack could well
work againg the Blendings forming. He hadn’t wanted to say so out loud, but mostly it would be up to
their own Blending to make sure everyone survived.

“Lorand, how close have they gotten?’ Vadlant asked softly, so as not to rattle their companions
needledy. “And does anyone have any idea what ther attack may consst of? Our defense will be a lot
more effective if we know in advance what to expect.”

“They're dill about fifteen minutes away from surround-ing us” Lorand reported, saring off briefly
into unseen dis-tances. “Possbly more, if they continue to be as cautious as they're being. And as far as
what they'll do goes, quite a large number of them are Earth magic users. | can tdl because they're
touching the power, of course, and the rest mus be doing the same even though they're of different
asgpects.”

“That obvioudy means they can do dmost anything in attack,” Rion pointed out needlesdy, his am
tightly around Naran’s shoulders. “They can cut the ground out from under us, pdt us with rocks and
stones, possibly even drop a tree on us. What they cannot do, however, is put us to deep or even stop
the hearts of one or more of us. We should dl be a good ded stronger then they are, a leaest
individudly.”

“Does anyone remember hearin’ anythin' about how many people of the same aspect can link up?’
Vdlant asked, looking through the barn to its far sde. That would be the way the mgor part of the attack
would come, once the rest of the force had them surrounded. They would at-tack from one side, hoping
to stampede them into running—and then would stand there and let their quarry stampede into the waiting
ams of the rest of their force.

“I've never heard of more than three or four trying it,” Jowi said, her voice cdm but her expresson
fighting worry. “Those who do try it usudly only boast about it when they're drunk, assuming they
mention it a dl. It is very much againg the law, after al.”

“I'll bet it's not againg the law for those guardsmen,” Tamrissa said, her voice tight and angry. “They
probably practice linking dl the time, and know just what they can do with it. Only a few days ago | said
| couldn’'t see mysdf amply killing so many innocent people, but at the time | wasn't quite picturing a
hundred of them. Now, when it's a question of them or us, | cartainly want it to be them. The only
quedtion | haveis can we handle that many? They won't be coming at us as a sngle entity.”

“Not even if they link,” Lorand said in agreement, sounding disturbed. “Their aaility will be merged
and en-hanced, but they’ll ill be individuds And that, I'm afraid, is how we'll probably have to handle



them: as individuds”

“And snce they’re individuds, they’ re very much a dan-ger to you,” Naran sad suddenly, her voice
trembling. “Oh, | know that sounds slly, but I'm not explaining what | mean. | meant to say that with
individuds, some of them can sneak up redly close and hurt your bodies while you're Blended and
fighting the rest. That's the way you logt that find competition, isn't it? Because they did something to
your bodies that your Blending entity didn’t notice?”

“That's exactly the way we lost the competition,” Valant said dowly, turning to look at her with new
respect. “And thank you for pointin’ that out, because it passed me by completely. We're so strong and
capable when we're Blended, | forgot that that doesn’t indlude our physicd forms. Now | know what
our companionswill be doin’ most durin’ the fight.”

“Protecting our bodies,” Rion said with a loving amile for his woman as he briefly tightened the am
he had around her. “And protecting Naran at the same time. How many times does that make now, the
times you' ve been invauable to us, my love? | think I’'m beginning to lose count.”

“Of course she' sinvaduable to us” Jowi said with a warm amile for the other girl. “She is one of us,
after dl. And tha's the point at the back of my mind that | couldn’t quite bring into the open, the one
that’s been bothering me. We do have to protect our bodies, and now that we know it, | suggest we get
started. It makes very little sense just to stand here and wait for them to start the fireworks.”

“I'll get the others and explain what they have to do,” Lorand volunteered. “But | don't think I'll
explan precisely why they're doing it. Somehow I'll fed better if they think they’ll be forming up for
mutua protection or something, rather than just protecting us. Am | catching whatever it was Meerk
hed?’

“Persondly | think you're just being sengbly cautious,” Naran said before Jowvi could answer, then
she amiled dyly at Jowvi. “But excuse me for butting in.”

“Butt in any time you like” Jowvi replied with a smal, amused laugh. “You said just what | was about
to, but in amuch nicer way.”

Lorand amiled and headed for the people in their groups, and the two women actudly began to chat
ahit. Valant wondered how they could be so coal as to do that, snce he himsdf was wound up as tight
as aspring. Things would start to happen any time now, and he could never just let hismind wander ...

Even though it did want to wander, and to the same sub-ject that had been giving hm such a hard
time for so long. Tamrissa, the woman he would probably be best off avoid-ing for the rest of his life, but
aso the woman he couldn’t get out of his head and heart. HE' d come close to needing to ask someone to
chain him up, just to keep him from going to her and gpologizing for whet he'd said. Only stubborn-ness
hed kept him away from her, and now ...

And now she'd come to him. He hadn’t redly bdieved she would ever do it, and then he hadn’t
believed the words coming out of his own mouth after she gpologized. He'd told her the truth about how
alarge part of him dill fdt, the part that didn’t want to say to chaos with it dl and then take her in his
ams. All of im wanted to hold her, and show her how much he loved her, but he Smply couldn’t do it.
That would only set the scene for the same thing happening again between them, a some time in the
future. They would both be better off if he refused to dlow that to happen ...

“Okay, we'redl sat,” Lorand said, pulling Valant out of his brown study. “Our new friends will form
up around us, like aspect sanding near like. That way if it comes to a find defense, we won't have to
have everyone running and pushing and shoving.”

Lorand hadn't kept his voice down, obvioudy so that the people he'd brought over with him would
hear and believe the explanation he’d come up with. For that reason Vdlant nodded absently, as though
he were hearing something he aready knew, and then he looked at Jowvi.

“The five of uswill probably be best off ganding in a cirdle for this with Naran on the indgde” she
sad, doing no more than smply glancing at the rest of their group-mates. “That way we can dl be near
each other, without anyone being in the way. Are we ready to take a prdiminary look around?’

Vdlant added his nod to everyone ese's, so the group was ready. The High tdents they’d rescued
were aranging themsdves in a thin protective cirde fadng outward from their center five the
nervousness and tension of the five's “ protectors’ so strong that a dead man would have been able to



fed it. He looked a Jowvi again and she nodded once, showing that she knew what he was thinking.
Once they'd Blended, thar firg chore would be to cdm the people they’d made responsible for the
safety of their bodies. If any of those people gave way to panic, it would be dl over for everyone.

Vdlant fdt it when Jovvi’s mind reached out to him. but that was the last individud sensation he had.
The Blending came into existence so quickly that he nearly gasped, then it was no longer him done. The
entity was born again, com-plete and ready for the fird time since it had been ended so suddenly during
the find competition.

And the entity was vasily annoyed that it had been treated in so high-handed a fashion. True emotion
was dmog diento it, just asit should be, but somehow it fdt that wheat it experienced was proper. Those
it sprang from were respon-sible for what the entity was, and arguing with what is is nothing more than
foolish.

Therefore the entity got immediady to work. The fird task to its immaterid hand was assuring the
safety of the bodies of those it was born from, which meant calming and centering those individuas who
stood about the five bodies.

The minds of the nearly two dozen people were strong, but the entity was far stronger. It did what
was necessary to ensure its future safety, then it floated away to see what the approaching enemy was up
to.

Hoating could be fast or dow, just as it wished, and this time the entity wished speed. Those
approaching life-forms, easly noticesble by the use of Earth megic, farly shouted to the Spirit magic part
of it that they meant to cause great harm. These were life-forms who cared very little about oth-ers, their
magor concern being only with themselves. For tha reason they would do just as they were told to by
thar superiors, and in that way earn more then just Slver. They were a specidly gathered group, and had
proven ther vaue to their employers more than once.

Or s0 sad the individud whom the entity took and ques-tioned. The individud was one toward the
back of the horde, in hismind and the minds of others the leader of the group. The man's thoughts were
oddly twisted, for he very much enjoyed sending his hardened murderers againg others.

“They deserve whatever is done to them,” the man whis-pered in answer to the entity’s inquiry,
whigpering so as not to darm any of his men. “Those peoplein there, | mean. | learned the hard way not
to argue with those stronger than me, and then | was put through pain and humiligtion for even trying. The
same lesson mugt be taught to those crim-inds, and then the next ones to come aong won't even try.”

—And that will keep your defeat from humiligting you even further,—the entity commented, knowing
it for the truth—But tdl me now what your intentions are. Are those people to be captured, or smply
put out of the way?—

“They're to be killed, of course,” the individud replied, fant surprise behind the words. “My men are
aspect-linked into groups of five, which makes them stronger than any-thing they're likdy to come
across. The maes will be killed at once, the femdes after they give pleasure to those of my force who
wigh it from them. When we bring back dl the heads, we'll collect a bonusin gold.”

—What of those like you who are ahead, in the town caled Qudlin?—the entity put next—Are
some of them to come and assist you if assistance is necessary?—

“We don't need ther help,” the individud replied with a snort of ridicule. “They’re ordinary, and
we're not. Be-sides, they want this dross for their own purposes, so we' ve been ordered not to let them
know who we' re hunting. They’ rein touch with Gan Garee by carrier pigeon, just as we are, but they’re
just supposed to hold our messages and pass them on when we get there.”

—Tdl me what will happen if you recdl your force—the entity directed, its thoughts rather
full—They will obey you, will they not? If you then return with them to Gan Garee—

“You have to be joking,” the individud said with another snort of ridicule, actudly interrupting the
entity. “If | tried to cdl them off now, I’d be mobbed if | couldn’'t produce a damned good reason for
doing it. Like having the Five standing next to me, rescinding the orders they gave which sent us here.
Nothing less will stop them, so even the freaks among the dross will be hepless My men can't be
stopped, and they certainly can’t be ressted.”

So they had been told something about its five, the entity mused. Not enough to redly prepare these



people, but enough to bring them a amdl amount of caution. And yet it wasn't caution which moved them
ahead s0 dowly, the individud explained. They fully expected their prey to know they were here by now,
and their advance was leisurdy rather than careful. They meant to produce terror in the vic-tims they
stalked, which they would enjoy to the full before they ended the lives of those victims

And that, the entity decided, meant the hunters mug dl be destroyed. But they moved through the
woods linked by fives in their various aspects, and testing the strength of one of those links showed the
entity that dthough it had greater strength, overcoming the link would be far too time-consuming. The
entity would be able to reach and stop no more than hdf their number before the rest attacked with full
viciousness and twisted ddight. Those who awaited them were stronger, but the larger number of the
attackers and thar pogitive atitude would overcome tha greater Srength ...

The entity reflected for quite some time, nearly aful minute, before deciding to take the only possible
course of action. The ploy it had decided on was amudng in a distant sort of way, but it would not be
fuly and totdly effective. The entity itsdf would have to stand before the intended victims, sheltering and
protecting them againg those links which managed to approach too closdy. Well, so be it. The fact that
in battle the attacking links would have no chance againg it meant nothing. Those who attacked could
herdly complain when their attack was resisted.

Weadting any further time would be completely nonpro-ductive, so the entity began to put its ploy into
effect a once. Moving itsdf to the nearest groups of links, the entity began to convince those links that
the enemy was not ahead, but advancing through the woods and fields on the far Sde of their pogtion.
Thelinks had to be touched one a atime, but soon the entire group of them had turned ther attention to
the red enemy. And the enemy was extremely dangerous, o it had to be attacked at once.

Sounds of aspect battle erupted behind the entity as it floated swiftly back to where its own people
were. Those with Earth magic tore up sections of the landscape, those with Fire magic st fire to it, those
with Water magic drowned or desiccated it, and those with Air magic made bresthing difficult. Only a
sanglelink had been capable of Spirit magic, and they worked to convince their enemies that ressting was
unnecessary and undesirable.

The entity managed to dation itsdf before its flesh forms just in time. The links which had circled
around behind the houses on the left had no idea why battle raged on the far sde of the barn, nor did
they care. Thar objective lay before them, and they dearly believed that those who actudly at-tained it
would surely be rewarded while the others might be pendized instead. So they came ahead, and
suddenly four of the five aspects were attacking at once.

Those who protected the entity’ s flesh forms were ordered to link, which produced a protective wall
of sorts conggting of dl of the aspects. This ... separation of the aspects dis-turbed the entity in some
srange and unexplained way, but there was scarcely time to dwel on the matter. Defense does nothing
to hdt an attack, and hdting it was the only thing which would save them dl. Therefore the entity moved
for-ward, and began to oppose what was being sent. Countering each aspect separately was obvioudy a
poor tactic, o the entity used a more effective ploy. The wal of flame produced by the Fire link was
redirected toward the Earth link, which quickly diminaied the Earth link. The en-velope of arlessness
from the Air link was forced around those with Fire magic, and they clawed at ther throats and died
while those with Water magic produced the globes of water which began to drown those with Air magic.
Thet |eft those with Water magic to be seen to, and the entity didn’t hesitate.

Removing dl the moisture from the bodies of those men dlowed them to scream only briefly before
they were no longer able to scream. Then the powdered remains of their former bodies sfted down to
the ground, and that part of the attack was over.

But only that part. More than hdf the attacking force fought againg itsdf and another segment had
just been wiped out, but thet Hill Ieft the find portion of the hunters. Another four link groups came from
behind the houses on the right, and they, too, cared nothing about the battle going on in the distance. The
idea of ganing an advantage over thar felows brought them eagerly forward, ready to destroy anything
intheir path to success.

And as they advanced the entity paused for a moment, assessng its own strength—which suddenly
seemed much less than it had been. Quite a lot of effort had been ex-pended, and its automatic reaching



for more of the power was hdted inmid stride, so to speak. To take in more of the power was certainly
possible, but for some reason was less than desirable. Could it be ... was it possible ... Yes, that was it.
The drain on its flesh forms had been too greet, and if the entity took in more of the power it would
amply damage its own components, possibly beyond repair.

And that redizaion left the entity in something of a quan-dary. The coming attack needed to be
countered if its group was to survive, and yet a counterattack could wel cause the destruction of its flesh
forms. One choice was equdly as bad as the other, and yet one of them must be accepted. There were
no other choices ... it seemed as though there were no other choices ... Wait, a fant and distant memory
... Not its memory, and yet available and unmistakably rel-evant. Y es, that was what had to be done!

With the speed of thought, the entity gathered in the linked tadents ranged about its flesh forms. Those
tdents tapped the raw power directly, and the entity tapped them. It was the third choice it had been
seeking, away to gain drength without endangering itsdf. And wha strength! Linked High taents, dl
pouring ther ability and mettle into the entity, who knew exactly what to do with the gifts

The four attacking links, poor, pitiful creatures that they were, died together dmogt in mid stride.
Thar hearts were stopped, their lungs denied air, their flesh denied moisture, and their remains vaporized
inafunerd pyre so intense that to look upon it was to lose bodily vison for atime. In the next heartbeat
the entity turned that incredible ferocity on the rest of the attacking force, touching those who dill lived
and suffing out those lives. The lagt to die was the leader of the horde, ending his howl of agony a the
redization that hisirresstible force had been defeated.

A quick sweep which ranged across miles showed that no other of the enemy remained, and that was
Oefinitely that.

Thirty-Four

“What do you mean, Captain Althers has disappeared?’ Kambil demanded of the brawny, solid
guardsman who had come with the news. “He was supposed to be getting information for us, important
information!”

“Don’'t know nothin’ about it, Excdlency,” the guards-man repeated, just as he'd been repesting
those same words ever since he got there. “All they told me was t'tdl ya—oh, an’ give ya this here batch
apapers. Almos forgot.”

The brawny man reached into the scrip a hiswaist and avkwardly drew out a sheef of papers which
had obvioudy been suffed into the scrip. He offered them as though they were so much straw to be
thrown into a gdl, and dl Kambil could do was grab the papers with a curse. The man who had been
sent to give them the news about Althers knew nathing about the entire affair, so sriking him dead would
have done nothing more than set a bad precedent. Asde from how good it would have made Kambil
fed.

“You go back to your superiors now and give them a message from the five of us” Kambil said as he
worked to sraghten the papers into some semblance of neatness. “Tdl them that the next time someone
like you is sent in place of one of them, being a a distance from us won't save them. | want Althers's
replacement here tomorrow without fail, dong with his two immediate commanding officers. Do you
understand dl that well enough to repest it to the people who have to hear it?’

“Sure, Excdlency, I'm real good at rememberin’ Suff like that,” the brawny man acknowledged with
anod. “I'll tdl "em just what you said.”

Reather than bowing, the brawny man came to attention, threw his am across his chest in a saute,
then turned and marched out. Kamhil fdt the urge to close his eyes and scream, but that would have
done as much good as trying to tdl the foal of a guardsman what he' d done wrong.

“l can't understand why they sent that thing rather than coming to us themsdves” Homin said once
the door of the medting room had closed behind the guardsman. “It redly isn't ther fault that Althers
decided on an informd, per-manent leave, after dl, so why would they—"

“Chaos take them!” Kambil snarled, interrupting Homin with no more than a passng awareness of
having done it. He' d glanced through the pages given him, bothered by what he didn't see, and then he'd



come to the find message. “I don't beieve thid No wonder Althers decided to dis-appear. He must
have thought he would never survive the ddivering of this message, and he was probably right!”

“Why?" Bron asked, dearly speaking for dl of the oth-ers. “What does it say?’

“It says that the command sent after those five peasants has completely disappeared,” Kambil
replied, looking bleskly from one face to the next. “The group leader sent one of his men ahead to
Qudlin with orders to collect any messages sent to them, and to pass on the word that a def-inite trail left
by the fugitives had been found. When the man returned to where the command should have been, he
found them and dI traces of them gone.”

“Then they mug 4ill be fallowing that trall,” Sdendi sad with a frown. “What dse could have
happened to that many men?’

“Our erswhile opponents happened to them,” Kambil stated, having not the least doubt that he
spoke the truth. “If the command was smply fallowing atrail, they would have left Sgns for the man sent
to Quelin. The absence of those sgns leaves only the other possibility.”

“But how could they have defeated a hundred men?’ Bron demanded, and Kambil was able to fed
how rattled the man was. “Even usng our Blending entity, I’d hate to have to do the same thing! Tdl me
how they could have doneit!”

“How am | supposed to know that?” Kambil countered, feding more than a bit unbaanced himsdf.
“I'm jugt certain that they did, and now | have a more disurbing question than “‘how.” Tdl me what they
intend to do next.”

Bron parted hislips, but nothing in the way of words came out. His complexion had gone dmost as
pde as Se-lendi’s and Homin's, and those two had nothing in the way of an answer ether.

“So you see our mogt pressing dilemma,” Kamhil said, glanaing at the ever-silent Ddin. The man was
just as disturbed as the rest of the Five, but he'd been forbidden to speak unless spoken to. “Does
anyone think it's possible that they’ll be returning here? Or should | have sad likdy? Everything is
possible, but how likdy istheir immediate return?’

“I'd sy vey likdy,” Sdendi put forward when the two men remained as dlent as Ddin, dirring
where she sat. “If it were me and I'd found a way to destroy a hundred men without leaving a sgn of
them, 1’d turn right around and march back to the place I’ d just run away from.”

“I'm not sure | would,” Homin ventured, giving Sdlendi a smdl shrug of gpology for disagreeing with
her. “I'd probably prefer to find a place of my own to get comfort-able, and would spend my srength
defending that place. After dl, what is there here for them?’

“Do you mean asde from this palace and our places on the Fivefold Throne?” Bron said with heavy
sarcasm. “Not athing that | can think of. How about you, Kambil?’

“Let’s not gtart to bicker anong oursdves,” Kamhil said sharply, blaming himsdf for loang control to
S0 great an extent. “The problem isthat dl of you are right, Snce your views depend on your own way of
looking at things. The peasants are d<o individuds, and they may not find it pos-sible to agree on a
course of action. That would be com-pletely to our benefit, but we can't count on it. We Il have to set up
outposts aong the road to the city, so thet if the peasants do decide to return we Il know about it before
they get here”

“And meanwhile we'll have to try to figure out what they did,” Bron muttered, less emotiond now
after having been rebuked. “If we don’'t, we won't dare to face them.”

“We d be foadls to face them anyway,” Homin said with a headshake. “We can't afford to forget that
they’ re stronger than we are, and not only because of whatever they just learned to do.”

“I want dl of you to understand one thing very dearly,” Kambil said, giving his groupmates a taste of
his unbending resolve aong with the words. “I did not go through dl thet trouble to gain the Throne just
to lose it again to a bunch of peasants. And we don’t have to face them again, not when everyone
believes that we bested them the firg time. If necessary we'll throw a thousand guardsmen in their path,
and then wéell see how wel they do. In the meanwhile, | don’'t want to hear another word about how
grong they are or how afraid we are of them. Isthat clear”’

The three nodded, with Ddin amply gtting and staring as dways. Kamhbil stared at the man in return,
finding a good dedl less pleasure in his awakened presence than he had. Ddin often raged inwardly over



his captivity, but there was aso something digurbing ingde him. It was probably the man’s insanity,
which meant Kambil could ignore it and concentrate on more important metters.

“Let's spend the rest of this morning thinking, and this afternoon we'll have a meeting and make
suggestions,” Kambil said after abrief pause. “And let’s bear in mind that the peasants may have I€ft the
dty by the west road, but they don’'t necessarily have to use it to return. I'll want ligs of everything you
can think of that we can do to protect ourselves, as wdl as suggestions as to how we can do it dl without
letting people know what's hgppening. If anyone finds out the details of what's going on, well have to
dim-inate them before they can tdl anyone dse”

Kambil began to leave the room as he spoke, and Bron and Sdendi and Homin immediatdy walked
adong with him. Ddlin trailled dong behind, of course, but Ddin no longer mattered. What did matter was
those peasants, and away to make very sure tha they stopped being a problem ever agan ...

Ddin waked behind the others, his mind mulling over everything he' d heard. On the one hand he was
delighted that Kambil was having difficulty, but on the other he, De-lin, wasin that difficulty with him. But
a least they couldn’'t blame this on him, not that they wouldn't try. It would prob-ably turn out that he'd
done something that caused some-thing ese to happen and that something else caused this. In a distant
way, of course, but without the least doult.

Ddin snorted to himsdlf, redizing he was in the process of loang every scrap of the smdl amount of
respect he'd ever had for Kambil. Things around them got worse with every passng day, and dl their
supposed leader could do was send threstening messages. He should have sent that guardsman back
with his throat opened, to show how dis-pleased they were with the ploy the man's superiors had used.
He should dso have given orders to have those su-periors put down, and then ther replacements would
have done the job properly right from the first.

But the high-and-mighty leader of the Seated Five was too softhearted to do what he should, so
things would con-tinue to go from bad to worse. Kambil had been jus as frightened as the others had
obvioudy been, and because of that he'd made a bad mistake. He' d told everyone what he wanted them
to do, and he hadn’t excluded Ddin from the command. That meant he had to obey, and for the firg time
hetruly looked forward to doing it. Thet tiny part of hismind ...

That tiny part of his mind was composed of dl the strength and cunning and rebdlion that his father
hed never dlowed a very young Ddin to show. It was smarter and even more ruthless than the rest of the
men named Ddin, and many years ago it had ... dmogt separated itsdf from him. At times it whispered to
him, usually when things were going worgt, tdling him that it would make sure that every-thing turned out
dl right. It had whispered to him again only a few minutes ago, and thistime it had sounded glesful.

Kamhbil wanted ligs of things they could do to protect themsdves, and aso wanted to keep people
from knowing what was going on. Those two things were commands to Ddin, and even as he tralled
dong behind everyone dse, his inner companion explained how they would take advan-tage of those
commands. Someone without Ddin's experi-ence in contralling his reactions might have laughed out
loud, but Ddin smply put his unending, Smmering anger to the front of his mind and did his laughing
behind it.

Soon, very soon, he would be able to take his revenge, and then—then!'—

Hdlina Mardimil was furious, and she made sure to let everyone around her know it—especidly the
fodl of aman who now stood before her.

“How dare you come to me with nothing to show for dl the gold I’ ve spent?’ she spat, sending her
venom full force a the man she spoke to. “You can't tdl me that that ingrate Smply disappeared from the
face of the world! He must have gone somewhere, and | want to know where that is”

“My own men have been coordinating the search with the groups assigned to the matter by the Five”
the man, named Ravence, replied wearily. He was a short and pudgy man, but the look in his eyes was
anything but soft. “We have our own sources of information to tell us about the things they’re holding
back on, and we' ve learned that your son and his friends were taken in temporarily by a bunch of
supposed conspirators. They're firm bdievers in nonvio-lence, so the powers tha be dlow them to



continue with their plotting—with suitable watchers kegping an eye on them. They—"

“l don't care about a handful of stupid peasants!” Hdlina interrupted, her smdl amount of patience
long since ex-hausted. “If my son is anong them, why haven't you gotten him out and brought him to
me?”

“l said he was with them temporarily,” Ravence cor-rected, the look in his eyes sharpening. “He and
the others left rather quickly, and the fact that they’re gone entirdy from Gan Garee has been confimed.
And if you're dissat-isfied with the way I'm handling this, Lady Halina, do fed free to find someone
dse”

“Don't be insolent!” Halina snapped, hating the need to associate with a peasant. But more than one
person had as-sured her that Ravence was the best to be had, so she had to put up with his irritating
presence. It was a pity that no one of her own class would even dream of doing such me-nid work ....

“It isn't insolent to expect common courtesy from peo-ple,” the man dared to say, looking her
draght in the eye. “I know that your sort detests dl things common, but in this one ingtance you will
comply, otherwise you'll have to find someone ese. That means I'm not above getting up and walking
out, so watch your tone when you speak to me. Now, do you want me to continue?’

What Hdlina wanted was to see the man beaten before her eyes, but that couldn’'t be done right
now. Once she no longer required his services it would be another story, but for now dl she could do
was nod without speaking.

“Veay wdl,” he said, obvioudy knowing thaet he'd gotten dl the concessions he would out of her.
“Once | knew that your son had definitdy |eft the city, | sent men out dong dl the mgor roads to find out
which direction he took. They were supposed to stop at both the first and second inns dong the way, but
the man | sent west got lucky rather quickly. The landlord in the firg inn daimed to remember nothing,
but one of the sarving girls was glad to take my man’s slver. Y our son was there with two other men and
two women, and they continued on the next morning.”

“So now he' swith two duts,” Halina muttered, fury rigng in her again. “I kept him pure for so long,
and every-thing was marvelous between us. Then those duts got their hooks into him, and now he prefers
them to me!l But once | catch up to them I'll make them dl sorry, you wait and seeif | don't.”

“I now have four of my best people fallowing their trail,” Ravence continued. “They have remounts
and pi-geons with them, so they can travel fast and keep in touch. When they locate your son and his
friends they’ll send me that location, and then I'll pass it on to you. Is there anything ese you want to
know?’

“Not at the moment,” Halina replied, her heart begting excitedly a the thought of being able to give
those five vicious children the location. She would throw it in their faces and then march out, and there
would be nothing they could do to her after that. Her power and position rested on more than her kinship
with three of the former Five, and that those children would eventudly learn.

And after her ingrate of a son and hisfilthy friends were gone, when the Five were least expecting it,
HdlinaMardimil would have her revenge againg them ...

Embisson Ruhl sat leaning on pillows in his bed, ill aching from the latest forced trip to the palace.
Those people were impossible, now inggting that he wasn't even dlowed to cal himsdf an ordinary lord.
Just because those peasants were 4ill on the loose, as though the whole thing redly were his fault. This
time he'd pointed out that he'd had his orders from Zolind Maylock, but they hadn’'t cared. Zolind was
dead and so couldn’t be punished, but he remained dive. It had aso made no difference that his people
were hot on the trall of the fugitives As long as they remained a large, Embisson would, little by little,
lose everything he had.

Or so they thought. A knock came a the door, a knock he'd been waiting for, and when he caled
out the order to enter, hiscdler did. Edmin Ruhl, Embisson’s eldest son, closed the door behind himsdf
then walked closer to the bed.

“How are you feding today, Father?” Edmin asked, his concern most likely real. Embisson had been
vay close to Edmin while the boy grew up, finding in hisfira son a kindred spirit. They dill enjoyed each
other’s company from time to time, and when Embisson’s ills had firs begun, Edmin had immediately



shown up to help.

“The pain leaves me no more than dowly, and beng dragged to the paace heps not a dl,”
Embisson replied. “I certainly hope you've had more success than | have”

“I made the effort to see how your searchers were doing, and I've satisfied mysdf that they're
overlooking nothing,” Edmin said with a fant smile. “They’ll find those fugitives if it's humanly possible,
but in the interim I"ve done some finding mysdf. When you spread bribes lavishly in the right quarter,
people fdl dl over themsdves trying to earn more. In this case they earned more by supplying the
identities of two of your attackers, and my people took the two last night.”

“Those pigs would sl their own mothers for gold,” Em-bisson said with dl the disgust he fdt, then
he amiled at Edmin. “But you, my son, would make even the most ex-acting father proud. And you mugt
have gotten an answer, otherwise you would not have come. Tdl me who paid for dl the pain I've had to
uffer.”

“The fools tried to ingst that they had no idea of the identity of the person who hired them,” Edmin
sad with a wider amile “A masked agent hired and paid them, so how were they supposed to know
who stood behind the agent? It took awhile to make them admit that they’ d followed the agent after he'd
left, to find out who the man reported to. They had blackmail in mind, of course, and were dmost ready
to make their demands—of Lady Hdlina Mardimil.”

“Her!” Embisson blurted, scarcely bdieving his ears. “That supid dut, how dare shel”

“I'd sy she discovered that it was you who refused to indude her ‘son’ as an entrant from the
nobility,” Edmin responded with a smal-shrug. “Y ou had no choice, of course, but obvioudy she refuses
to seeit like that.”

“Anyone but an utter fool would understand how ridic-ulous she was to even suggest it,” Embisson
sad, nearly huffing with outrage. “Just because she's dways indsted to everyone that she bore the boy,
thet doesn’'t change the fact thet it was one of her maids who was the child's red mother. When the girl
died, Hdlina took the infant away from its father, dismissed the man from her service, and raised the brat
herdf. There are a few of us who know that, so how was | supposed to pretend that the boy was
anything but the peasant he is?’

“You couldn’t have, but the woman is much too sdlf-centered to dlow anyone to cross her,” Edmin
sad. “She obvioudy considers the action a humiliation, and made the effort to return pan for it. What
would you like me to do now?’

“Make suitable arrangements to repay her for her gift to me” Embisson said, spesking the words
Edmin dearly ex-pected—and anticipated with enjoyment. “I want her to suf-fer just as | have, you
understand, not escape retribution in death. | leave it to you to decide what her punishment ought to
be—but there' s something more important—and more dangerous—that | must dso ask you to do.”

“You needn’t speak the words doud,” Edmin said a once, ddiberately glancing around. “Too often
the walls have ears, and we would not want this particular subject to get out. Don't worry, Father, your
enemies are my enemies, and I’ ve aready begun to look into a way to solve your biggest problem.”

“My son,” Embisson managed to get out, holding out his hand so that Edmin might grasp it in both of
his Pride choked him so badly that he was quite unable to speak, but as his son had said, words were
unnecessary. They dill thought so very much dike, that Edmin had adready begun what Embisson had
hesitated to ask of him.

Embisson amiled, pleased and satisfied. Edmin was in-credibly good a making plans and seeing them
to fruition, at times being even more inventive than his father. Once he fet better Embisson would add his
own expertise to the matter, and then, hopefully, the new Seated Five would no longer bein a postion to
givetrouble to anyone!

Hltrina Razas moaned softly, the pain in her wrists so greet that it nearly overcame the rest of the pain
of her body. Her wrigts were fastened with rough rope which was an-chored to the wall above the pallet
shelay on, apogtion she'd beeninfor at least three hours. This was Grall’s latest effort in his campaign
to punish and humiliate her, and the fact that the pdlet had been put in the man stting room of the
house—with her being absolutely naked on it—made the effort a successful one.



“Ah, there sheis” Gral’s voice came suddenly as he entered the room. “For once right where she's
supposed to be. | hadn't redized that regular whippings did so wdl with a woman, or | would have
begun the practice a good dea sooner.”

“You should have asked me” another mde voice replied lightly, one Eltrina didn’t recognize. “I’ve
aways disci-plined my wife on a regular basis, and for that reason have never had a moment’s trouble
with her.”

The two men came to stare down a Eltrina where she lay, and she couldn’t keep from flinching when
she saw that Grall carried the switch he'd been usng on her so often latdy. Her entire body ached from
the beatings, but none of them had been so bad that she was in danger of dying from it. Unfortunately.
The thought of death had frightened her at one time, but now she knew there redly were things a good
ded worse.

“You've never met her, | know,” Gral continued to his made companion, “but I'm sure you
undergtand that I’'m no longer introducing her to people. She's here to keep me amused in various ways
while | sruggle to keep what she nearly caused meto lose, and I'm making appreciable head-way. If the
Fve don't end up taking her life to pay for her supidity, that'sdl shell ever be dlowed to do for the rest
of that life What do you think?’

“You were completely correct,” the stranger, a tdl, lean, handsome man, said as he stared down at
her. “ She does have a farly good body and a certain apped, so I'll be pleased to accept your offer.
Would you like to reman?’

“If you don't mind,” Grall answered with a amile, one which made Eltrind's heart beat harder with
sudden fear. “Thisisthe firg time I’'m requiring this of her, and I’ d like to see her reection to it.”

“Then let’s by dl means diat that reaction,” the stranger said with his own amile, and then it started.
He kndt and began to make free with her body, which caused her pain as wdl as blazing humiligtion. She
waan't able to respond to him, not with the way she fdlt, but that was dearly of no concern to him. After
afew moments of toying with her breasts and poking a her womanhood, he opened his trou-sers and
took her use. She screamed when he forced himsdf into her, druggling to escape such debasing inault,
but the effort was usdess. He had his way with her to pleasurable completion, and dl the while Grall
stood there watching and chuckling.

“That was rather entertaining, and | thank you for the opportunity to indulge” the Stranger said to
Grail once he had finished and was again on his feet “What did you think of her reactions?’

“They came as no surprise,” Grall said, disgust clear in his voice even as he avoided looking at her.
“She had no desire to squirm for you, but you caused her to do so any-way. She's nothing but a dut, and
fit for nothing but serving men on her back—which she'll begin to do more frequently now.”

“You sound as though you have definite plans,” the stranger commented with faint curiosity. “Plans
beyond smply offering her to a chance business acquaintance.”

“l do,” Grall replied with that same amile as he put a hand to the stranger’s arm, urging the man to
wak with him. “There are a large number of men in my employ in just this house done, and | mean to
make her available to dl of them. I’ ve been taking my own entertainment else-where for quite some time,
S0 there s no reason not to return to that practice. Having her knees spread so often should please her,
conddering what her habits were ....”

Gral’s voice tralled off as the two men left the room, but Eltrina was dready weeping slently. He
hadn't just been threstening, she knew; her own husband was actudly gaing to let their servants do as
they pleased with her! The peas-ants would be usng her, not the other way about, and the shame of it
would come close to killing her. But Grail would make sure she survived, to be certain that she continued
to be punished.

Sobs racked Eltrina's aching body, but even as they did, her mind raged againg what was beng
done to her. It wasn't fair, not any of it, egpecidly not when she'd been so close to being rid of Gral
forever! It was dl the fault of those filthy peasants, but even if they were caught she would have no
chance to wreak her vengeance on them. She was a pris-oner, a dave to the man she detested the most

So she'd have to find away to do something about that. Her sobs eased off a bit as the decison was



made, a decison she had no idea how she would implement. But she would find a way, by the Highest
Aspect she would find away, and then ... !

Thirty-Five

When Jowi withdrew from the Blending, she staggered and nearly fdl. Only Lorand’s am coming
around her shoulders as fadt as thought kept her on her feet, and it was clear that Lorand was in the midst
of having his own trouble standing. As was Rion, and Tamma, and even Vdlant. It fdt just like the time of
thet very fird test ...

“I'm not sure | understand what happened,” Lorand said, sounding as tired as Jowvi fet. “And for
that matter, I’'m not sure | want to understand.”

“What happened to them dl?” Tamma asked in a whis-per, dinging automaticdly to a Vdlant who
hed stepped closer to hold her erect. “ One minute they were there and dive, and the next—And why did
the same thing have to be done to their horses?’

“We obvioudy wanted to remove dl traces of them,” Valant said, his own mind a bit numb with
shock. “What's gettin' meis the fact that nothin’ eseis damaged or burned. It's as though we pointed a
them and they Smply disap-peared.”

“Why should anything else be damaged or burned?” Tamma asked, and Jowvi could tdl that the girl
was dill in shock. “1 never burn anything by accident, only the things | want to—"

“No, Tamma, it wasn't your doing aone,” Jowi said quickly when Tamma's words abruptly ended
with a sob. “It was just your gbility which was used. It hurts to admit it, but the decison to do it came
fromdl of us”

“Yes, it must have” Rion agreed quickly, Lorand and Vdlant joining his agreement. “No one of us
directs the entity, after dl, so the blame—or credit—belongs to us dl. And there is surdly credit as wdl
as blame, snce we and these other people are no longer in danger of being mur-dered. Which would
have happened if we hadn’'t stopped those guardsmen.”

“It was avery red possihility,” Naran agreed gently from the cirde of Rion's ams, gazing & Tamma
with com-passion. “There were so many of them that there was al-ways the posshility thet your Blending
would find it impossible to defend us. And if you'd gone down, the rest of us would have quickly
followed you.”

“Speeking of the rest of us, what's wrong with those people?’ Lorand asked, looking around &t the
former cap-tives, who ill stood in a protective ring around them. “The attack is completdly over, but
they haven't moved or relaxed in any way.”

“Oh, dear,” Jowi said, knowing immediatdy what was wrong. “The entity set them to defend our
bodies, but we dissolved the Blending without cancding that order. And it has to be canceled, or they'l
defend us from now on for the rest of their lives”

“Wel, | don’'t know about you, but | don’t have the strength Ieft to Blend again,” Lorand said with a
sgh. “What | need to do is collgpse and deep, and then maybe I'll be able to function again. You can't
bring them back to norma aone?’

“Not evenif | weren't half-dead,” Jowvi admitted rue-fully. “And you're not the only one who can't
Blend again right now. So what will we do? Leave these poor people to stand here guarding an empty
arde?

“What other choice do we have?’ Vdlant asked, adding a 9gh of his own. “I'll be joinin’ Lorand in
that collapsn’ business, and the sooner the better. WEll have to gpologize to them later, but right now
we need to deep.”

“l don't, so I'll be glad to keep an eye on them,” Naran offered with a amile “That is, if dl of you
don't mind.”

“You redly are a lifesaver, Naran,” Jowi said with as good a amile as she was able to manage,
patting the girl’s arm as she began to make her way toward the barn. “I'm going to lie down now, and if
anything happens you can wake me up. Later I'll thank you in more detail.”

Everyone agreed with that as they aso began to make tharr way through the ranked ex-captives, but



then an odd thing happened. The people who had been ranged around them outside the barn didn't
hegtate to follow, and when Jowi and the others reached their gdl, it became sur-rounded.

“It looks like we're going to be safe while we deep,” Tamma sad, gill extremdy disturbed but
beginning to pull out of it. “And if anyone cares, I'm glad we are.”

“Take my word thet dl the rest of usfed exactly the same” Jowvi assured her as she moved toward
her blanket-bed. “It will hopefully save us some bad dreams.”

None of them took their time lying down, not when they were so very drained, but Vdlant took a
moment to pull his blankets closer to Tamma's That was because Tamma had released him only
reluctantly, Jowi knew, and he obvioudy knew it as well. Well, that was a step in the right direction, she
thought before fdling adeep 4ill holding Lorand’ s hand.

When Jowi awoke again, she and Tanma were the only ones Ieft in the gdl, and Tamma was
dready awake. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, feding decently rested, and then heard Tamma dir a bit.

“Naran was here a couple of minutes ago,” Tamma in-formed her, happily sounding more like her
uad df. “She said we've been adegp about Sx hours, which leads me to believe that we're a lot
stronger than we used to be. The men woke up a short while before us, probably because their tdents
weren't used as much as ours by the entity, and three-fifths of our guard force went with them when they
left. Our three groupmates are right now in the midst of making something for dl of usto eat, and | have a
problem.”

“What sort of problem?’ Jowi asked a once, turning to look at her. “Your mind feds perfectly
normd and strong, and—Oh.”

“Yes, oh,” Tamma agreed glumly, gill looking at Valant's blankets, which had been moved back to
where they’ d been origindly. “He wouldn't have bothered with those blankets if he hadn’t been trying to
send me amessage, but it’s not one | want to hear. When we came out of the Blend-ing | was absolutdly
shredded, and he didn’'t hesitate to be there for me. Now he's gone back to keeping his distance until, |
suppose, the ‘inner me wants the same thing as the outer. How do | convince him that that's aready
hap-pened?’

“What's wrong with Smply tdling him?” Jowvi ven-tured, privately deciding that being attacked again
by guardsmen would probably be safer than getting in the mid-dle between Tamma and Vdlat. “He
does speak the lan-guage, after dl, and that’s probably al he' swaiting for.”

“Take another ook at those blankets, and then say that,” Tamma disagreed with a headshake, raisng
her skirt-covered knees a bit so that she might circle them with her arms. “He's obvioudy announced that
he wants to be con-vinced, and the way | tried earlie—sort of—yeling—didn’t do the job. But he got
me so angry when he ingsted he didn’t believe | meant what | said.”

“That sounds like a woman’s objection,” Jowi com-mented, fainlly amused. “It's usudly the woman
who doesn't believe that the man’s intentions are honorable, es-pecidly if they’ ve dready been intimae.
Y ou ought to know yourself how hard that isto get around, since that’ s the treatment you gave Vdlant in
the beginning. In order to counter it, he had to—Hey, maybe that’ sit!”

“What's it?” Tamma asked, looking as wide-eyed and happily expectant as a trugting child. “You've
thought of something | can do?’

“Ah ... maybe” Jowi hedged, suddenly seeing dl the possible ramifications. “In order to get around
your doubt, Vdlant had to actively court you. Do you think ... that would work the other way around?’

“You'retdling me to court m?" Tamma asked, now looking at her blankly. “How am | supposed to
do that? What do | know about courting someone?’

“Well, you know what you would like, so why can't you reverse that?’ Jowi said, beginning to warm
to the subject. “Evenif it turns out to be something other than what he wants, & least it's something to do

. Adde from ‘ydling’ and giving up entirdy.”

“Wdl, I won't give up,” she muttered, “at least not until I've made some effort, so | might as wel
gart with this one. If it doesn’t work, we can dways try to think of something else.”

Tha “we’” made Jowi wince a bit, but outwardly dl she did was amile encouragingly and nod. If you
thought of something for people to do and it didn't work, dl too often you were the one who was blamed



for the fallure. But Tamma was closer even than a blood relation, and hopefully would not be that
narrowminded. In any event, Jowi did want to do dl she could for Tammaand Valant ... as long as they
continued to consider it help rather than interfer-ence ...

Jowi got to her feet at that point with Tamma doing the same, and the two of them Ieft the gdl and
then the barn. Ther protectors followed dong behind, like so many flesh puppets on attached strings, and
thet redly disturbed Jovvi. No one should be made to behave like that, but at the time their Blending
entity knew it was necessary. Now, happily, it no longer was.

“Excuse me, but what's going on?" a voice asked as Jowi and Tamma approached the barn exit.
They turned to see Alsn Meerk coming out of the sal where Jowi had worked with him, and the man
looked terribly confused and a bit uncertain.

“It' sdl right, Alan,” Jowi said at once, reaching out with her ability to soothe his confuson. “While
you were heding, the guardsmen fallowing us attacked. With the help of the others we were able to
defend ourselves, but it took dl the strength we had. We needed to deep for a while, and now that we
have we can finish up what we couldn’'t do earlier.”

“We were attacked?’ Alsin echoed, self-annoyance clear in his voice as he waked dong with them.
“And | wasn't there to help even alittle? 't it alucky thing | came dong with you.”

“Itis alucky thing, which you'll find out as soon as we begin to pester you for planning,” Tamma told
him, her tone sure and firm. “Everything isn't over, it'sonly just Sarting.”

“Don't forget that well be going on to Quelin after this” Jowvi added to daify the matter. “They
weren't told what our attackers were up to, so hopefully they won't be expecting us. Does that make
things easier for you?’

“It should, but it isn't wise to count on that sort of edge,” Algn replied, now sounding thoughtful.
“People learn about things they aren’t supposed to know dl the time, and there€'s no reason to bdieve
that those in Qudlin are any different. We Il plan a surprise attack just in case it does turn out to be a
surprise, but we Il make sure it's something that will work even if it's expected.”

“That sounds good,” Tamma said warmly, then turned her atention to something Jowi had dready
noticed—and was sdivating over. “I’'m starving, and that chicken smdlls ddlicious. Let’s take care of that
little chore we couldn’t do earlier, and then dig in.”

Jowi agreed completdy, and since they’d |eft the barn and the men had seen them, she was able to
initiste the Blending. The entity came into being briefly, removed the protection command from the
ex-captives—after tdling them that their behavior had been perfectly norma—and then Jowi was back
to baing an individud again. Almogt everyone around them was siretching and chuckling and de-lighting in
the idea of being safe again, induding the man Lidris. He, however, hadn’'t smply been standing around,
and Lorand came over to explain what he had been doing.

“Obvioudy, the idea of blanket protection covers a lot of territory,” Lorand said after giving her a
brief but very sweet kiss. “Lidris wasin the group which came with us, and when he saw that we meant
to cook for oursaves, he immediady pushed forward and took over. To keep us from poisoning
oursalves, ismy guess.”

“I'd have to agree, and I'm duly grateful,” Jowi said with a smdl laugh. “1 haven't had much
experience with cooking, and | get the impresson that Tammaisin the same position. That makes five of
usin the group who can't cook, and maybe even Sx if Naran shares our lack. Do you think there's some
honorable way we can keep Lidris from ever leaving us?’

“I'm fully prepared to try begging,” Lorand suggested with a grin, leading her closer to the cooking
firewith an am around her shoulders. “Maybe if Rion and Vdlant and | beg while you and Tamrissa cry
... No, meking someone fed quilty isn't redlly what can be considered honorable. We Il have to put some
thought into it.”

Jowi nodded her agreement, but mogt of her attention was on the sarving of fried chicken Lidris now
handed to her. He had a amilar plate filled for Tamma, dong with fried potatoes mixed with green beans.
Jowi had no idea how Lidris had managed to collect dl that food, but that didn't keep her from
immediatdy fdling on it and devour-ing it to the last crumb.

Everyone ese was dmog as hungry, and with the five fed it became the turn of the others to collect



their own meals. Fresh teawas ds0 avalable, and once everyone sat with filled bellies and refilled cups,
Vdlant stood up to look around.

“It' stime to ask the question that’s been waitin' for an answer,” he said in a voice loud enough to
carry to the entire group. “And since we haven't replaced our sentries yet, it's the perfect time to get that
answer from everyone. Jowvi, Tamrissa, Rion, Lorand, and | mean to go on to Qud-lin to free whatever
captives they happen to have there, peo-ple who are captives because they're like dl of us. After that,
wdl, we don't quite know yet, but at some time well be goin’ back to Gan Garee to face the people
who stole the Fivefold Throne from us. Are any of you interested in goin’ aong for any of that?’

“Are you trying to say we have a choice?” a man asked, histone more disturbed than accusing. “We
sayed in the firg place because we had nowhere dse to go, so aren’'t we committed to you now?’

“We don't believe in associatin’ with daves, which is what you would be if we took your presence
for granted,” Valant replied, the words cam and unaccusing. “It redly wasn't your choice to become
mixed up with us, which means it now has to be made your choice. If we took over your lives and ran
them to suit ourselves, we' d be no better than the people we mean to fight and replace. We do want dl
of you to come with us, but only if that’s what you want as well. If you decide to leave, well do our best
to help you safely on your way.”

“But on our way to where?” a woman begged rather than demanded, looking as though she were
about to cry. “We can't go back to our former lives, not when they know where we come from and can
falow us there. My father has d-ways been willing to believe the worst about his children, so he'd never
even try to keep them from taking me again ... | have nowhere to go, but I'm ... afrad to stay with you

“Let me answer her,” Tamma sad to a suddenly uncom-fortable Vdlant, then she turned to the
womean. “A lot of us go through life being pushed around by every circum-stance we come across, but
the day comes when we reach a fork in the road. One of those forks lets us continue on the same way
we ve been going, dlowing everyone but us to be in charge of our lives, but the second fork offers the
opportunity for change. It gives us the chance to take charge of our own lives no matter how scary tha
sounds, so that we ll learn how to cope with things without fear. Whether you decide to stay or decide to
go after dl, you firg have to choose one of those forks. You haven't been abandoned by circumstance,
you've been given an opportunity—but only if you make it one. All anyone ese can do is wish you luck,
which | now do.”

The woman stared at Tamma with desperation in her eyes, but her mind was actudly beginning to
think about what she'd been told. The idea of change is dways painful and hard, Jowi knew, not to
mention frightening, but if more people tried to embrace it they would certainly surprise themsdlves. The
woman might be able to do it, but that remained to be seen.

“The five of us, dong with anyone who cares to come, will be leavin' fird thing in the mornin’,”
Vdlant sad into the following slence. “That means you have until then to make up your minds, unless you
dready have. For those who have, well be havin' a medtin' later to discuss our plans and well
announce when as soon as we decide about it. For those of you who decide to leave, we wish you dl the

And then Vdlant went back to rgoin Rion and Lorand, having no idea that he'd put Jowi on the
verge of having a terrible headache. All those emotions flying every which way ... Jowi erected what
barriers she could, then hoped very hard that everyone made up their minds as quickly as possible ...

Thirty-Six

When Vdlant closed the door on any more open discusson, everyone started to talk to the people
around them. Or d-mogt everyone. Some of them looked as though they’d a-ready made up their
minds, and | would have enjoyed knowing in which direction. It did matter, | told mysdf, but then | had
to admit that | was so very interested in how people would decide because that kept me from trying out
Jowi’'s idea. | was supposed to court Valant the way he'd courted me, trying to get him to change his
mind the gentle way. When | discovered mysdf thinking that 1’d rather ydl and shout, | fdt not only



disgusted but ashamed. If he'd made the effort for me, and he had, how could | refuse to do the same for
him?

| took a deep bresth after Slently admitting that | couldn’t, and findly looked over at him where he
stood drinking his tea. Rion and Lorand had gotten into a con-versation and Naran stood ligening to
themn, so the oppor-tunity I’ d spoken about earlier couldn’t be ignored. | stood up dutching my own cup
of tea, and forced mysdf to wak over to him.

“| think you were wise not to let a debate get started,” | began, wishing I’d taken a deeper breath
before beginning. “No matter what anyone says, some of them may not even have their minds made up
by tomorrow morning.”

“Wdl, they can't say here,” Vdlant responded, only giving me a quick glance. “Meerk pointed out
that this is the firg place the next group of guardsmen will check, and anyone left behind here will be
retaken. I'll be mentionin’ that later, so they’ll know they have to make up their minds by the mornin’ ...
Tamrissa, | don’'t want you gettin’ the wrong idea. What | did before we dept had nothin' to do with the
decison | told you about. Just because you needed someone—and | did, too—doesn’'t mean I've
changed my mind.”

“Oh, | know that,” | told him with a amdl laugh, taking the firgt step to cam his fears. “There's no
need to worry about it. | just wanted you to know | thought you did a marvelous job, guiding everyone in
the direction they have to go in. You aways look so handsome that they couldn’t hdp but be impressed,
especidly in the shirt and trousers you' re now wearing. All colors suit you, but these most of dl.”

“Blue and white with touches of gray,” he said, sounding as though he mentioned the colors because
he couldn’t think of anything ese to say. He dso looked suddenly worried .... “Tamrissa, what are you
doin'?’

“Oh, nathing,” 1 responded with agmile | hoped was appropriate. “1 just thought it would be pleasant
if 1 were nice to you for a change. | mean, you were redly nice to me jugt a little while ago, and it's only
right to show how much | appreciated it. | hope it doesn’t embarrass you, or make you uncomforteble ...
P

| let my words trail off into a question, ignoring the way he looked even more worried now. | would
not let mysdf get annoyed over the fact that the imminent attack of a hun-dred guardsmen had fazed him
not at dl, but my being nice got im worried ....

“l ... suppose it just takes some gettin' used to,” he fi-ndly responded, his tone and expresson both
extremdy cautious. “But I'm afraid you'll have to excuse me now. There's somethin’ I've been needin’
to ask Meerk.”

“Of course” | made mysdf answer with the same amile, holding tight to the power to keep from
loang my temper. “You and | can tak again later.”

“Later, right,” he muttered with that same expression, then he hurried off to where Meerk was taking
to Lidris | watched him for no more than another moment, then turned and walked over to Jowvi.

“So how do you think it went?’ | asked her, very aware of her strange expression as she tried not to
gance a Vdlant. “My own opinion is that he may very wel leave with those who decide againg joining
us”

“Oh, it ign't that bad,” she hastened to assure me, sound-ing about as convindng as someone
speeking to a dying person and tdling them that they’re gaing to live “I'll ad-mit he was a hit ... taken
aback, but didn’'t you fed the same when he started to court you?’

“l was nervous, not panic-gricken,” | pointed out, trying to get rid of the dryness my voice had taken
on. “If the next time | go to talk to him he turns to run, would it be more palite to trip him, or Smply run
adong behind? Taking dl the while, of course, in an effort to cdm him down.”

“All right, I'll admit it didn’t go very well a dl,” she said, findly letting out the soft laugh she'd been
choking on. “You did make him extremely nervous, because he doesn’t understand what you're up to.
Men are like that sometimes, so maybe you ought to tdl him what you're doing. It would be easier than
tripping him or chasing dong behind.”

“Eader, but not quite as fair,” | mused. “After dl, you have to remember that he didn't tdl me what
he was doing when he decided to court me. He pretended it was just Some innocent conversation he was



after, that and a bit of time in my company. If I'm supposed to do things the way he did, wouldn’t
explanations be out of order?’

“| suppose that depends on whether you're trying to get him back or trying to get even,” she replied,
her amile now on the wry side. “When you make up your mind, you'll be able to answer your own
question. And while you're think-ing about it, let’s hdp with the preparations for tonight's mass
cremation. We can't leave here without giving those people a proper send-off.”

That was something | didn’t even want to argue, o | followed her while my mind worked on the last
question she'd put. It was far to ask whether | was interested in getting back the man who meant so
much to me, or whether | was smply interested in getting even with him. If | hadn’'t been touching the
power, the answer would have been easy.

But | was touching the power and couldn’t stop touching it, SO my reactions were dmost dien to
what | used to con-sider normd. The way Vadlant looked down a me so warily, dmog as though he
were afraid of me, was hilarious to my current mood once | thought about it for a while. It wasn't my
taent that caused his reaction, but smdl, helpless, little me. At onetime | would have been horribly upset
a the thought, that | could make aman his Sze want to run.

Now | just wanted to laugh in delight, enjoying the pure slliness of the stuation. | had no idea what
he imagined | would—or could—do to him, but the urge to chortle over possible future scenes was
definitdly there. That was't to say that | didn’'t serioudy want him back, but maybe | could keep the
gllinessgoing alittle longer ... ?

It took dl the rest of the afternoon to prepare for the mass cremation, and by the time everything was
ready | no longer wanted to laugh. Those poor people had been murdered in cold blood, and | couldn’t
help wondering if they’d known their children would be killed dong with them. Knowing that would have
been harder than the awareness of their own coming deaths, and | no longer fdt queasy over what we'd
done to those attacking guardsmen. They may or may not have been the actud ones who'd killed dl
those people, but they were certainly of the same type. They’d been ready to kill us without giving us the
least chance, counting on thelr greater numbers to let them do it in safety.

But they hadn’t been quite as safe as they thought, and as | ranged mysdf dong with the other Fire
meagic usersin our group, | found that a satisfying memory. If you only pick on people you know you can
best you're a coward, and cowards deserve everything that happens to them.

Our group of Fre magic users linked in order to set flame to dl the bodies a the same time,
something | could have done done if I'd had to. But this send-off was important to everyone there, and
by letting it be a group effort we were induding even those who didn’t have Fire magic. We dl watched
the flames consume those poor, pathetic bodies, and when there was nothing left but ash, Valant stepped
for-ward.

“Everyone should know by now that it won't be possible for anyone to stay here &fter the rest of us
leave” he an-nounced. “There will be more guardsmen comin’ after that first group, and this is the firg
place they’ll check. Those of us goin' to Quelin will be havin' a short megtin' now, and anyone who's
decided to come adong with us should join the mestin’. The rest of you can have your own medtin’, to
decide where you're goin’ from here. Just know that you'll be takin' our good wishes with you.”

He began to wak toward the cooking fire near the barn, and the firg tentative dirring of the crowd
turned into a stream of people who followed him. After the stream ended there were four people who
hadn’t gone with the rest, three men and a woman. They looked longingly after everyone ese, but ended
up turning and waking in the other direction. The woman with them was the one who had spoken earlier
about being afraid, and | couldn’t decide whether or not to fed sorry for her. If she’'d made the decison
not to stay, that was dl right. But if she'd let her fear make the decison for her ...

But dl 1 could do was shrug and follow aong after every-one ese. I'd wanted to see how many had
decided not to go with us, and now | had. I'd dso wanted to see if any of them would turn out to have
Fire magic, but none of the four did. | suppose the talent does affect a person’s nature to some extent,
but when | reached our mesting and heard Alsin talking, | forgot about everything ese.

“... have to get alook at the place fird, but | serioudy doubt that it's a fortress,” he was in the midst
of saying. “Our generd plan will be to cause a distraction designed to draw away whatever guards are



nearest our people, and then to release our people. Once our numbers are increased, our position will be
agood ded stronger.”

“What will we do if our people are drugged, the way we were?’ one man asked. “We won't be able
to Imply re-lease them then, not when they can't run with us”

“Chances are good that they won't be drugged, but they might wel be conditioned,” Alan
responded. “If they are, then it's up to our Blending to uncondition them. They think they can do that,
and it will be done before we stage our digtraction. But please keep in mind thet this is a generd outline,
which will dmogt certainly be changed once we see what Qudlinislike. If their garrison isn't very big, we
can take them over ingead of having to distract them. After that we can take more time getting our
people back to them-saves, but not too much time. The pursuit from Gan Garee will certainly continue,
and we have to keep that firmly in mind.”

“Isthat what we'll be doing once we free those people in Qudlin?’ someone dse asked. “Spending
the rest of our lives running away from pursuit? That's not my idea of a very stisfactory life”

“It ign't ours ether,” Vdlant stepped forward to say when Aldn hestated. “But it aso wasn't our
idea to have the nohility cheat us of what we' d earned, then set guards-men after us to take our lives.
Therest of you weren't meant to be killed, just endaved in some way, but now they won't be takin' any
chances. You've dl found out about ther cheetin’, and they’ll dso be afraid that we told you about
Blendin'. And we will tdl you dl about it, but we urge you not to try it until you've had a bit more
practice with your talent. And until we can find a place for you to practice without anyone noticin'.”

That sent a ripple of surprised exclamations through the crowd, possibly because none of them
believed that we would share the way to Blend. Some of them might decide that they didn't want to
know, but the rest would ligen with both ears ....

And ligen they did. Someone stood up and asked if they could hear the details right now, and when
Vdlant agreed a once, no one got up and left. He described the proper way to stand and how the Spirit
magic member had to start things by reaching out to everyone dse, then talked about the need for
everyone to reach toward the other members of their group. It didn't take very long, and once he was
through explaining, the meeting was obvioudy over. Our companions were too eager to discuss what
they'd just learned to want to St and ligen to anything else. Our own group moved off to one side, and
no one noticed that we were gone.

“WEe re going to have to find a place for them to practice rather quickly,” Jowvi told us in a soft voice
once we dl stood together. “ Caution will keep them from trying to Blend for a short while, but once that
caution fades ...”

“They'll try it just the way we did,” Lorand finished when she didn’t. “No one can blame them, but
we aso don't want them to get hurt. Yes, | agree that we ll have to find a practice place for them.”

“But that's for another time” Vdlant said with a nod to show that he nevertheless agreed. “Right now
we need to get some deep, so we can be out of here bright and early. We don’t know how much time
we have urtil the next group of guardsmen catch up to us, so we can't afford to waste any.”

“And | redly do need to get a good look a Qudlin” Aldn agreed in turn. “If they have some
unexpected de-fenses againg invasion, I'll need some of the time we don't have to figure out a way
around those defenses”

“Then let’s dl go to bed,” Rion said, Naran under his am at his sde. “The more quickly we take
care of dl the petty annoyances which lie ahead of us, the more quickly well be able to begin our own
normd lives. And we will be able to begin them, I’'m completely determined on thet point.”

Jowi and Lorand glanced at each other with amiles before quickly supporting Rion's point of view,
and | chimed in right after Valant. But | didn’'t look a him, as | was a hit too tired to do any running.
Although | did mean to have a word or two with him once the meeting was over. He needed to be
assured that | meant im no harm, and maybe then his nerves would relax a bit. The group began to
break up then, but before | could make my way over to Valant, Alan Meerk stepped in front of me.

“Tamrissa, | wonder if | might have a moment of your time” he said, sounding downright shy. “I’ve
been trying for days to get up the nerve to speak to you, and now | findly have”

“Speak to me about what?’ | asked, puzzled as to what he might mean. “And why would you need



to get up your nerve? | don't bite people who talk to me dl that often.”

“Wdl, snce we' ve taked so often, | thought it might be my turn to be bitten,” he came back with a
grin. “In any event, ever since Jowi helped me to draighten out the mess in my head, | decided | had to
put mysdf on record. If | don't and | lose out, I'll have no one but mysdf to blame.”

“Wha are you putting yoursdf on record about?’ | asked, trying not to fed as though | were
repegting mysdf. Alan had had a hard time, and urtil he was completely over it he'd need the hdlp of dl
of us.

“I'm making an offidd announcement that | intend to court you,” he said, sending my jaw down
toward the ground and meking me wish | hadn’'t asked. “1 know you and Vdlant had something between
you, but it's perfectly obvious that that something no longer exists. That means the way is clear for me to
gveit atry, so please be warned. If you see me saring a you with cow eyes, or find me bringing you
bunches of wildflowers for no reason, there is a reason.”

“But Alsin, you can't!” | protested, now trying not to sound frantic. “There was something between
Vdlat and me and there will be again, so | don't want to see you hurt. I'm redly not interested in—"

“Hush, little one, and ligen to me for a moment,” he interrupted gently as he took my hand. “I saw
the way Ro was tregting you, and that's no way to behave with a woman you have fedings for. All I'm
going to do is show you how | treat that sort of woman, and leave you to make the com-parison. If, after
you have, you decide you're not interested in me, wdl, a least | tried. But you can't in dl good
con-science deny me the chance to try, can you?’

“Why not?’ | countered weekly, but dl that got me was a chuckle from him. Then he kissed my hand
and waked away, leaving me to wonder how | dways seemed to man-age to get into that kind of
position. 1'd told the man the truth about how | fdt, just as I'd told Vdlant, but neither of them had
believed me. Could | somehow be saying it wrong ... ?

Teking a deep breasth made me fed only fractiondly bet-ter, especidly snce | suddenly remembered
that Naran had warned me about Alsn's fedings. He'd been interested for more than a couple of days,
then, which made the Stuation worse. | could see it now, me chadng &fter a fleang Vdlant, with Alan
chasng me in turn. All we needed now was someone for Valant to chase, who could then chase Alsn
while he chased me—

| had to close my eyes for a moment to drive away the picture I'd inadvertently painted, and then |
was able to make my way toward the box qdl that was our group bed-room. If we Blended again
before we dept and checked the area for enemies as far as we could reach, we should be able to
diminate the need for people to stand watch. It hadn’'t done any good to have people on wetch earlier,
S0 it just made sense to do something else. And once again it was obvious that | had no wish to think
about anything redly relevant, so I’ d found something else to take my attention.

| paused to pick a straw out of a handy bale, and took it with me to the box stdl. Tomorrow | would
speak to Jowi again, and if what | held didn’t turn out to be the last straw, | was afraid to consider what
would be ...

Thirty-Seven

Lorand stood among the trees not far from the road, waiting for Alan Meerk to reach him. The man
was on hisway back from Qudlin after looking the town over, and should get to where Lorand waited in
jus a few minutes. Meerk had inggted tha the Blending remove dl memory from him of where ther
camp was, S0 that if he happened to be taken he would not be able to betray them. Lorand had worried
tha Meerk's paranoia was returning, but Jowi had assured him tha it was just a commonsense
precaution. Meerk could have been caught, and they were camped less than an hour away from Qudlin.

It had been Meerk’s suggestion that they set up camp on the far Sde of the town, to keep from
boxing themsdlves in between the forces in Quelin and the next group of pursing guardsmen. They'd dl
considered that a good idea, but it had taken time to work ther way around the town without being
detected. But a least they hadn't had any trouble find-ing a good place to camp. Less than an hour
beyond the town there was a very pleasant glade near a fag-running stream, with smdl stands of trees



separating the glade into what could dmost be considered private rooms. Between that and the supply
wagon, they were more comfortable than they’ d expected to be.

And he and Jowi had actudly had some privacy the night before. The men had strung rope between
some of the trees and then had hung blankets on the rope, providing separate accommodations for the
women among them. Jowi hadn't hesitated to share hers, and he'd made love to her for a very long time
before fdling adeep while holding her in his arms. And their lovemaking had been more confident then
des-perate, showing thet they both beieved that things would work out for them. They ill didn’'t know
exactly how, but Smply being together made the details something they would find out abouit later.

Lorand sent histalent out dong the road, only to discover that Meerk was dill a few minutes away.
The man had rid-den out of town toward Gan Garee, and then had circled around to reach the road he
was now on. But he expected to soon find something to tdl him it was time to turn around again, to cirde
back a second time to the road on the far sde. He believed that that was where the group had camped,
on the road leading back to Gan Garee, and he was smply making sure that he wasn't being followed.
Once he was certain he' d gone far enough, he would turn around and redly go in the proper direction.

But speaking about being followed, Lorand suddenly had the strangest feding. He extended his talent
agan, finding Meerk easily—and then he found the rider a short distance behind Meerk. The second man
wore nothing in the way of a uniform, but there was't much doubt that he followed rather than smply
rode. It was something the group had been hoping would happen, and they were prepared to make use
of the break.

Reeching out toward Jowvi with his mind had become as easy as breathing for Lorand, so he did it
now as they'd agreed he would. She responded immediately by forming the Blending, and then it was the
entity which found the second rider. The man’'s thoughts were smug and uncon-cerned until the entity
took control of them, and then they were merdy obedient. The entity withdrew again and dis-appeared
when they severed the Blending, and Lorand stood done again to wait until Meerk rode into sght.

When he did so, Lorand stepped out of the trees and waved his hand, sgnding the man to stop.
Meerk was sur-prised, of course, which hisfirg words confirmed.

“Lorand, what are you doing here?’ he demanded. “Is everything dl right? | hope you haven't come
with bad news ...”

“Reax, Alan, everything isfing” Lorand hastened to assure him. “I’'m here to tdl you that you don't
have to turn around again, because this is where we're camped. You had us take our true location from
your mind, just in case you were captured by our enemies”

“Yes, that sounds like something | would suggest,” Meerk agreed with a grin, “And dl this time |
thought | was just trying to find out if anyone was following me—which they aren’t.”

“Ah ... as amatter of fact, someoneis” Lorand sad as tactfully as possible under the circumstances.
“You proba-bly didn’'t notice him because he has Spirit magic, and has learned how to make himsdf dl
but invisble If I’d been as close to him physicdly as you were, | probably wouldn’'t have noticed him
ether.”

“l didn't know it was possible to do that with Spirit magic,” Meerk responded, more Sartled than
embarrassed. “It looks like well be learning alot of new things before thisisdl over.”

“And everything we learn adds to our strength,” Lorand said, echoing what Meerk himsdf had been
sying snce they left the hidden farm. “While we' re waiting for your shadow to get here, tdl me wha
Qudlinislike”

“It' slike your average smdl town,” Meerk replied with a shrug before beginning to dismount. “It has
shops and a tavern and a smithy, with people going about ther own busi-ness. The only obvious
difference is the stockade on the south sde of town, dong with the number of uniformed men you see
everywhere on the streets. And there seemsto be alot of wagon traffic going in and out of the stockade.
Themain street leading from the place has been lined with stone, which is a dead giveaway.”

“Wedl, we know what’sin some of those wagons” Lor-and said, a part of his attention on the road
agan. “Hope-fully we Il know more before too long, and then we ll be able to firm up our plans”

“Areyou just going to stand here until the men fallowing me sees you?” Meerk asked, pausng in the
act of leading his horse into the trees. “If we just let him ride on past, hell never know at which point he



logt me”

“He won't be going past,” Lorand said, glandng a the man he spoke to. “We used our Blending,
and once he gets to the camp with us hell tdl us eveything he knows. That information |
mentioned—remember?’

“Yes, of course,” Meerk said with aggh. “Things like this dill disturb my sense of the proper, but my
opinions have become a bit more flexible. When you're deding with people who are willing to do
anything necessary to destroy you, worrying about infringing on their rights as human be-ingsiis childish. If
they redly were human beings, you would not have the problem in the firg place.”

“Y ou're usng the term ‘human being’ in away most people don't,” Lorand observed as he kept one
eye on the road. “Are you suggesting that the title should be earned, rather than bestowed on anyone
who happens to be born of human parents?’

“Why not?” Meerk countered, now aso watching the road. “If your actions earn you the title of
‘good’ or ‘bad, why shouldn’t the same thing be true of *human being'? Was it human beings who
hanged every member of those farm families, induding smdl children and infants? If so, then | want to be
cdled something €l se—s0 no one ever confuses me with that sort.”

“You and me both,” Lorand muttered, then he stepped forward to gesture and say in a raised voice,
“Over here, friend. Just ride up and dismount.”

Meerk’s shadow had ridden into view, and when he saw Lorand he came over as ordered. His
dismounting showed him to be of average height, which meant both Lorand and Meerk were larger. He
was dso of average appearance with brown har and eyes, and even his horse was brown and
nondescript.

“For some reason | had the impression that you were ... more imposing, | suppose,” Lorand sad to
him. “By your looks you would be logt in a crowd, but your thoughts don't reflect that.”

“Of course nat,” the man answered with a amdl laugh. “I am imposing, as my postion makes me
more than a little important. You people don't redize it, | know, but my being here is a very great
compliment to you.”

“Let’s find out just how great a compliment,” Lorand sad as Meerk smply made a rude sound.
“Comethisway.”

The man nodded pleasantly and followed after Lorand, leaving Meerk to bring up the rear. As they
went, Lorand was able to hear the smdl sounds made by the linked Air magic and Earth magic people.
That particular link was brushing away the horses hoofprints and the men’s foot-prints, leaving nothing
that even the best tracker in the world would be &ble to follow. Once the ground was taken care of, fresh
ar would be brought down from high up to dis-perse the scent of man and animd dike. They’d captured
this man from Quelin very easlly, which meant the whole thing might be some sort of trap.

Everyonein camp stood waiting when Lorand and the others walked in, as nothing the five did was
being kept secret from the people who had joined forces with them. The least those people were owed
was honesty, as some of them might not survive to see the end of the fight. And thar numbers incdluded
two more than they’ d expected it to, snce only two people had gone their own way instead of four. The
woman and one of the three men had changed ther minds and stayed, a decison they dill seemed
pleased with.

It remained to be seen how long they stayed pleased.

“Jud leave your horse there, where he can graze” Vdlant said to ther vistor as he looked the man
up and down, gesturing to the edge of the glade. “Y ou yoursdf can come over here and St down.”

Once again the man obeyed without hesitation, and soon everyone had taken a place either on the
ground or on the edge of a blanket. No one spoke, of course, as everyone wanted to hear what thar
vigtor had to say.

“You can gart by tdlin’ us who you are)” Vdlant said to him, usng that commanding tone that
seemed so naturd to him. “ After that well want to know why you were followin' Meerk.”

“I'm Hadir Sord,” the man answered smoothly. “My actud rank is colonel, but most people think
I’'m no more than a corpora or a private. It's my job to know exactly what's going on around Qudlin,
and to make sure nothing interrupts the smooth flow of segments to where they’re needed. | followed



your friend there because | was certain he was one of those dl those messages from Gan Garee spoke
about.”

“You know about the messages?” Vdlant put next, his eyes narrowing. “We had the impression that
no one from Qudlin was supposed to know anythin’ about them.”

“Oh, | knew about them even before that fool came rac-ing back in hysterics” Sord replied with a
laugh. “For a supposedly tough guardsman, the man was closer to tears man | like to think about. All his
people were gone, he kept saying, gone without a trace. My nomind superior tried to cdm him by
pointing out that they’d probably gone off in an unexpected direction after the fugitives, but he refused to
accept that. They findly had to put him to deep and sedate him to keep him under.”

“And is that dl they did?’ Vdlant pursued. “Didn’'t they dso send word about his dams to Gan
Garee?”

“Wdl, of course they did, but only to cover themsdaves in case something actudly came of his
raving,” Sord an-swered. “They didn’t believe hm for a moment, and | cer-tainly didn’'t. Those fools
from the dty mogt likdy logt track of ther fugitives so they arranged to ‘disappear’ for a while. It's
hardly likdy that anything else happened to them, not againg what reason says has to be a rather tiny
force. If even hdf the segments they ‘rescued’ stayed with them, I'll eat my horse.”

“You seem very familiar with what you cdl segments” Jowvi put in, spesking more softly then the
look in her eyes would suggest. “Just wha do you mean by that? What are ssgments?’

“Segments of our army, of course,” Sord responded with a faint sound of exasperation. “How could
you not know that? Do you think the backward fools in Agtinda have been just giving us parts of ther
country for the lagt three years? A year ago we began to move serioudy againg Gracdly to the east as
wdl, so even more segments were needed. When they find out how many ssgments you people are
respon-sible for seding, they’ll probably kill you very dowly in-deed.”

“Whoever they are, they're welcome to try,” Jowi re-sponded, not the least bit of warmth in her
voice. “So they are usng our people to extend the empire by force. Tdl me how they control the Highs
they drug and endave”

“They use Puredan, of course, but the segments aren’t just Highs” Sord said with a smdl shrug of
unconcern. “Every once in awhile the shipments indude a few strong Middles, ones who for one reason
or another weren't sent back home. After that the segments have to obey orders, and there's never any
trouble”

“That should have changed with some of the last people brought in here)” Valant said, exchanging a
glance with Jowvi. “If I'm not mistaken, our friendsin the other chdlengin’ Blendin's were sent here when
they lost in the com-petitions. Do you happen to know if the last shipments have been sent anywhere yet?
And why don't your bosses use Puredan right from the beginnin’, instead of sendin’ the peo-ple here
UNCONSCious?’

“We ve learned that there' s a difference in atitude when people suddenly wake up in a place they
can't remember coming to,” Sord told them. “It disconnects them from their past lives in some way, and
it makes it easier for us to adapt them to the new one. Obedience dl by itsdf doesn't do the job, you
know, not when you're dedling with humans. You can order them to be cdm and to keep up their
grength with the food they're given, but then they have hysterics on the indde, and the food ends up
doing nothing to keep them hedthy. You'd be surprised at how many link segments we used to lose, just
because they were homesick or some such nonsense.”

“Nonsense,” Jowi echoed with a growl which would have sounded more fitting coming from any of
the others of them. “You cdl it nonsense because you don’'t have any place to be homesick for. But
that's beside the point. You avoided answering the fird part of the question put to you, which you
shouldn’t have been able to do. Answer it now, and then tdl me why you avoided it.”

“How can you be so obscendly strong?’ Sord com-plained even as he colored a bit. “You're a
nothing, and a womean besides ... All right, the answer to your question about the last shipment we got is
that | don’t know. I’'m entitled to know, but those fools running the place consider me less than they are
because I'm just an illegitimate son of nohility. But that dill makes me nohility, so they have no right to
keep thingsfrom me | usudly find out on my own, but thistime there were ... didractions.”



“He probably means us” Vdlant said to Jowvi, then turned his attention back to Sord. “How many
people men that stockade? And for that matter, how many men will they be bringin' againgt us when we
attack? And is there any way they expect usto attack?’

“Don't be ridiculous,” Sord replied with a snort. “At-tacking the stockade is out of the question, so
how could they be expecting it? They have more than three hundred and fifty men to oppose anyone
trying, and that doesn’t count the segments—which they’ll use to add to their de-fenses. You fools don't
gtand a chance, and they know it even if you don't.”

“They say you can teach people who don't know, but not people who know,” Tamrissa commented
with what struck Lorand as a very ... ferd expression. “ | think we' re about to change that, in the only
way it can be changed—hby force. Especidly snce well have help on the ingde”

“You mean me” Sord said with a nod. “Y es, with me helping you, your chances are much improved.
Those fools don’t know the hdf of what I’'m capable of ... What will you want meto do?’

“Well tdl you that after you give us every detail about the stockade,” Vdlant responded, this time
exchanging a quick glance with Tamrissa. “But before we go into that, I'll ask if anyone ese here has any
questions. Don't be shy and hang back because you have no experience with this sort of thing. None of
us has experience, and you could wel think of somethin’ we're missn'.”

“My question won't help in that particular way, but 1'd like to ask it anyway,” Meerk said, speaking
up for the fird time. “I'm the one you were following, you dudge, and I'd like to know how you spotted
me—and what you meant to do when you findly caught up to me”

“Spotting you wasn't hard,” Sord said with a ridiculing smirk. “You came into town daiming you
were heading to Gan Garee, and were looking for some work to add to your stake. You sounded too
supid for anyone to want to hire you, but the way you looked a everything said you weren't as stupid as
you pretended to be. And that accent you used—it’s typicaly poor-section Gan Garee, but you daimed
you'd never been to the city. Careless of you, I'd say.”

“Yes, very,” Meerk agreed dryly. “And what about your intentions?’

“Obvioudy | meant to follow you back to this camp,” Sord continued with the smirk increased. At
that point | meant to decide whether to return to Qudlin to get help to take dl of you, or to do the thing
mysdf. I'm redly very strong in Spirit magic, and I’ ve learned how to make most people do everything |
want them to. But quietly, of course, SO no one gets suspicious.”

“And that’s how you got to be so important,” Jowi said with a sound of disdain. “By manipulaing
people, ingtead of earning what you were given. Yes, | can bdieve you come from nobility stock. That's
exactly the way they do it.”

“Wdl, why shouldn’t 17" Sord countered camly. “And for that matter, why shouldn’t they? We have
exactly what we want, while you people have nothing—and you won't have even that much once we get
through with you. It' s fairly obvious that our way is better than yours”

“Y ou should have used the word ‘sSmple somewherein there, because that’s what your outlook is”
Jowi returned a once. “When you get what you want usng unfar means, you do two things at once:
fird, you admit to the world that you're too incompetent to get those things fairly, and sec-ond, you
encourage those who are better than you to use the same means to defend themsdves. The reault of that
second point is that you lose what you should never have had in the firg place, so you find yoursdf
regretting the loss for the rest of your life. And you will lose it, you have my word on that.”

All traces of the smirk had vanished from Sord' s face by then, replaced by a look of uncertainty that
Lorand was able to understand. It hadn’t been possible to doubt Jovvi, who seemed furious because the
men had Spirit magic. Lorand understood that as well, not to mention a third thing: with both Tamrissa
and Jowi as angry as they were, he would not have wanted to be on the recaving end of ther next
Blending efforts himsdif!

Thirty-Eight

By the time they had dl the information the man Sord could give, Vdlant fdt amog as tired as
physcd labor would have made him. Somehow Sord was actudly ressing the commands he'd been



given by ther Blending entity, not completely but enough so that they’d had to be very careful with the
questions they put and the answers they’d been given. If no one pressed the point, Sord ignored certain
questions and gave less than full answers to others. They'd had to congtantly repeat the demand that he
tdl dl he knew about something, otherwise the man would have hed back on hdf of what they needed to
know.

“Now that was aworkout,” Jowi said as she pushed back her har with both hands. “I had no idealit
would work like that, but obvioudy it does.”

“You had no idea what would work like what? Tam-rissa asked, looking just as draggled. “And |
dill think we would have avoided alot of thet if you'd have let me ... persuade him a bit.”

“You could have fried him for breakfast for dl of me, but it wouldn't have done any good, Tamma,”
Jowi said with asgh. “The man is a conscienceless liar, meaning that he says anything he pleases or has
toin order to get what he wants. It doesn't bother him the least bit when he lies, because it's so much a
part of his nature. His true sdf and fedings are dways in reserve, so to speak, and that's why he's
patidly able to ress the order we gave. It isv'tin him to be completdy truthful.”

“Unless he' s forced to it, the way we did it,” Vdlant said with a weary nod. “Do you think he's il
holdin' somethin’ back?’

She turned to look at Sord, where he now sat leaning againg a tree, and dowly shook her head.

“No, he' s too unhagppy and downright distressed to have held anything back,” she decided. “If he'd
been able to dide over or ignore even one item we need, he would be feding fulfilled and satisfied. It
seems to be part of his very essence to keep the truth to himsdf and from the world.”

“That sounds like someone who's had nothing but pain and betrayd dl his life” Lorand commented,
aso dudying Sord. “Or someone who's dways been desperately londly. But that has nothing to do with
what we're here for. Do we redly have a chance againg them, Alsn?’

“More than a chance, I'd say,” Meerk replied, sounding and looking thoughtful. “They have about
three hundred and fifty men to defend the stockade, men who have trained in link-groups. They dso have
their captive Highs, who will have long since been given the Puredan. If we can somehow diminate the
threet of the Highs, we might be able to take out the rest of them piecemed.”

“But not without their noticing,” Rion pointed out. “What good will it do to drop groups of them in
thair tracks, if the rest are left awake and dert and able to harm the very people we' ve come to rescue?’

“They won't do anything to their captives except as a lagt resort,” Meerk assured him soberly.
“They’ll want to use the ability of the Highs, remember, which they can't do if they kill them. And since
we have the advantage of sur-prise on our side, it would be foolish not to use it. No one will natice if
their friend or coworker is put down if they themsdlves are adeep for the night.”

“And that way we can take care of them afew at atime” Lorand exclamed, obvioudy pleased with
the idea. “Once that's done Sord opens the gate and lets us in, and the stock-ade is ours without the
least amount of fuss”

“Don’t you believe it,” Meerk disagreed, but with a 9gh. “Only rardly do things work out the way
they're supposed to in war, dl the books agree on that. And if you think this is't war, you're in for a
negty surprise.”

“I'm hopin’ that they're the ones who will get the sur-prise” Vdlant said when Lorand Smply
nodded wry ca-pitulation. “If Pagin Holter and his Blendin' are dill in the stockade, they won't be under
the influence of the Puredan. That meansthey’ll be free to help us , which ought to make things go more
smoothly.”

“Only if they are ill there)” Meerk fdt it necessary to point out, then he stretched widdly. “I’'m going
to seeif Lidriswill fix me something to eat, and then I'll 9t down and begin to sketch out the moves well
be making. And you'll dl have to decide if we re going tonight, or if there's a reason you want to wait. If
you're thinking about waiting, please bear in mind that we're rapidly running out of time.”

None of them redlly had to be reminded of that, least of dl Valant. He knew there were scores or
hundreds of guardsmen who were on ther way from Gan Garee to search for them, and only the
congtant checking the Blending did let im fal adeep at night. But he didn’'t deep wel or soundly, not the
way he used to. It would take that horror being completely over to return him to his old habits, and that



would be ... how long?

“Don’'t worry, everything will work just the way it's sup-posed to,” a voice said, drawing him out of
digtraction. All the others had gone with Meerk to the cooking fire, dl ex-cept—

“Tamrissa, you—startled me” Vdlant said, to cover the way he'd jumped when he'd redlized it was
she. The woman was dowly turning him into a nervous wreck, or maybe not so dowly. She never
actudly did or said anything out of the way, but her new habit of smiling and complimenting him made him
fed like a cdf being fattened for daughter. And the way she looked a him ... She seemed to be trying to
decide which garnish would go best with his coloring.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” she gpologized at once, another new thing she'd taken to doing. “I didn't redize |
was snesking up on you, not since | approached you directly. Have you decided yet which Sde of the
question you're on? The one about attacking immediatdy or waiting, | mean.”

“I'm for movin' as soon as possble” he replied, feding the definite urge to take a big step
backward. She'd come up so0 close to him, and dthough he redly meant to keep his word about not
becoming involved with her again, being this close to her made it damned hard. Somehow her hair 4ill
amdled faintly of wildflowers, and he kept picturing himsdf burying hisfaceinit ...

“Yes, | agree” she said, now sounding as though she'd soberly considered the matter. “The longer
we wait, the more of a chance thereisthat well be interrupted by the new group of guardsmen. Or that
something will go wrong, and the people in the stockade will be warned. I'm farly certain that everyone
e ds0 feds the same, so does that mean well be doing it tonight?’

“l would say s0, yes,” he dlowed, now fighting the urge to loosen his collar. The fact that he wore an
open shirt meant nothing; he definitely needed to loosen his collar. “And since we probably will be doin’
it tonight, you might want to get a ngp now while you can. Once we sart, well need dl our strength to
finshit on our terms”

“That's an excdlent suggestion, so | think I'll accept it,” she sad lightly, giving him nothing of the
argument he' d expected. “I’'m redly glad that you' ve taken charge of things. You do it so ... wel. Well
Speak agan laer.”

Those beautiful eyes of hers held to his dmost longer than Vdlant could stand, but then she swung
away and grolled off—and he actudly took one step after her before finding it possible to bring himsdf
up short. If he didn’'t know bet-ter, he would have sworn the woman had found a new kind of magic, a
kind he seemed to be helpless againg. She'd redly begun to frighten him, but strangely enough the fright
itsdf was somehow a draw rather than an aversion. What in the name of chaos was she doing to him ... ?

Vdlant couldn't answer that, but then he saw something that drove the question out of his mind. As
Tamrissa moved dong past the cooking fire, Meerk |eft it to intercept her. He stopped her and sad
something, and then he handed her atiny bunch of flowers. She said something in return and left the man,
but she il took the flowers. And the way Meerk stared after her ... If that had been nothing but ca-sual
conversation, Valant was a cross-eyed sea monger.

Instant, towering anger filled Vdlant's mind, pure emo-tion with nothing of cdm, rationd thought
behind it. He'd known dl dong that Meerk was more than dightly inter-ested in Tamrissa, but until now
the man hadn’t done any-thing overt to show it. Obvioudy that had changed, and Vdlant discovered that
hedidn’t care for it one little bit. Even though there was no longer anything between him and Tamrissa. ...

“At the moment,” he growled under his breath, watching Meerk return to the fire to accept a plate of
food from Lidris. “If she does come around to wantin' the same thing | do in the same way, that’s goin’
to change redly fast. And since it can happen a any time, I'll have to be sayin'’ somethin' to Dom Meerk

But not now. Vdlant blew out a breath of exasperation, but the decison had to stand. Making an
issue of the man's actions toward Tamrissa just before they attacked the stock-ade would be stupid, an
act that would affect everyone there. He' d have to wait until the trouble and danger were behind them,
but then he'd take Meerk asde. And maybe even speak to Tamrissa on his own behdf. But no, he
couldn’'t do that. Saying anything at dl to Tamrissa would probably turn her even more strange than she
was right now, and Vdlant amply didn’t have the nerve to face that posshility. If anything red was to
develop between them, they couldn ‘t rush ardaionship again ....



Teking a very deep breeth helped Vdlant only a little, but thet little alowed him to wak toward
where Jowi and Lorand and Rion and Naran stood while pretending nothing had happened. They had to
make a decison about tonight, and if they were agreed they dl needed to nap the way Tamrissa was
dready on the way to doing. It took only a minute or two to discover that the others did agree, and that
incduded a worried but definite Naran. She hdd tightly to Rion’s hand while stressng how much danger
there would be for them, but was forced to admit that they had no other choice.

So, with no other choice, they gave Meerk their decison to pass on to everyone else, then they went
to take ther ngps—after stopping near TamrissAl's area and Blending again. There continued to be
nothing but usud dgns of life as far as the Blending entity could reach, but right a the edge of its
perception, toward Gan Garee, there was some-thing like arailing smudge ...

“That’s going to turn out to be the next stage of pursuit,” Jowvi guessed once they had withdrawn
from the Blending. “Coming from the city, it's hardly likely to be anything else.”

“And a most they're two days travel away,” Lorand said in agreement. “Two days under normd
circumstances, but they're not likely to be taking ther time. They’re prob-ably pushing their mounts and
dlowing only minimd time for deep and rest, which means they could be here in as little as another day
and a hdf—or less”

“Which means our decison was a sound one,” Rion added his own agreement. “We mug drike
now, while we can, but what will we do then? Leave this area as quickly as possible, or stay and face the
pursuit?’

“I'm for daying,” Tamrissa said, but thoughtfully rather than beligerently. “If we leave they’ll just
continue to fol-low us, and then we'll have to worry that they might catch up to us at the worgt time
possible. Taking care of them here and now is a much better idea.”

“Thet dl depends on what kind of shape we're in after takin' the stockade,” Vdlant pointed out as
most of the group nodded to what Tamrissa had said. “That pursuit won't have just a few menin it, so
well have to wait and see. But if we are forced to run, we' d better spend some time decidin’ on where
to go.”

“There won't be awholelot of choice in that,” Lorand said, row looking troubled. “I’ve never been
to this partic-ular area before, but | know about it because it isn't far from where | used to live. This road
heads west again in a couple of miles, and &fter that about three days normd trave takes you to the
border with Agtinda. Is that some-place we redly want to go?’

“When we're likdly to run into the army trying to take Aginda?’ Jowvi said, meking a smdl sound of
gentleridi-cule. “1 redly don't think so, my dear. But since you' re the only one who knows this area, why
don't you mul over where we can go. We can dl discuss your suggestions once we' ve taken the
stockade.”

“Maybe one or two of the captives we free will have a suggestion as well,” Naran ventured, sweetly
eager to be part of the discusson. “Butin any event, we'll have to consder how fast we can dl traved in
S0 large a group. Because mogt of those captives will want to stay with us, | know they will.”

Everyone nodded absently, knowing thet thet aspect of the logistics would play an important part in
their planning, and then they separated to get what rest they could. For Vdlant it wouldn't have been
much, not when there were so many things for him to think about, but once again Jowi came to ther
rescue. This time she linked with Lorand to help them dl get to deep, the last redization Valant had
before consciousness faded.

Vdlant awoke again at sundown, and after washing the deep out of his eyes he discovered that just
about everyonein camp had aso dept. They dl fdt strong and rested, and as Vdlant walked among their
companions he learned from their conversations and comments that they were eager to get to the attack.
They dl expected their amdl group to win againg the defenders of the stockade, but Valant wasn't quite
as uncriticdly certain. Too many things could go wrong, no matter how wel they planned and prepared

Lidris had made an excdlent med around the deer one of the Earth magic people had caught, and
everyone ate wdl while being bathed in the generd atmosphere of assured excitement. Meerk seemed
more ... suppressed than usud, Vdlant fdt, the man apparently wrapped up in his thoughts to the point



where he didn’'t even seem to notice Tamrissa. Mot likely he was immersed in going over the plans he'd
made, checking and rechecking them for flaws.

After the medl, Meerk got up and began to tdl them what he'd worked out. They would send Sord
back to the stock-ade as late as possble, under orders, of course, to say noth-ing about what had
happened to him. After that they would wait for everyone to go to bed and fdl deeply adeep, then they
would put the gate sentries to deep forcibly. Sord would then let them into the stockade, and they would
find the commandant and have the man tdl them the new keying phrase used on the captive Highs. After
thet the Highs could be freed and taken out of the stockade, with no one the wiser. Anyone waking up or
sumbling across them would be put to deep by the Blending or ther linked Highs in Earth or Spirit
meagic, and their am would be achieved with-out the leest fuss or fury.

A andl number of people in the group seemed disap-pointed that there would be no red attack
agang the stock-ade, but the rest took to theideaa once. Valant saw that Meerk had no real concept
of what the Blending could do or a what distance from its objective, but there was no need to go into
thet kind of detail at the moment. He exchanged glances with his Blendingmates, knowing from their wry
expressions that they knew and fdt the same. They would have to explain matters to Meerk more dearly,
but there was time for thet later, once thair “attack” was under way.

They waited until full dark before they released the man Sord, who assured them that he would return
to the stockade in plenty of time to be admitted for the night. Fifteen minutes after Sord left, the rest of
them followed him onto the road. They would find a place to wait right outside the fringes of Qudlin, and
would therefore be close enough to notice any darms raised or any furor there shouldn’t be. Only horses
were used by ther group, which meant a num-ber of the ladies anong them—and two of the
men—re-caived ther firg lessonsin riding.

Experienced riders were paired with the novices, and Vdlant discovered that Meerk had assgned
himsdf to look after Tamrissa Once again Vdlant wanted to protest, but once again he had to bite his
tongue. Meerk did know more about riding than Valant did, and Vdlant wanted Tamrissa to have he
best indruction possible. The two conflicting de-sires, wanting Tamrissa to have the best and wanting to
be the one to supply that best, set Valant into afoul mood he had to fight to overcome.

It took the entire ride to the outskirts of Qudlin for Valant to push away rumbling anger and
stomach-upsetting indecison. It occurred to him that he might be wrong in bdieving that Tamrissa wasn't
reedy for ared relationship yet, so he decided to speak to her after the rescue and find out for certain. If
he had to continue on with his thoughts driving him crazy, he would certainly negate any benefit his gbility
brought to the group.

Lorand and the other Earth magic users found an aban-doned shack beyond the town that was just
large enough to shidd the group’s presence from the road. The darkness was deep and complete
enough, but the moon was dmog full and it was a clear night. One glimmer of light from the harness of
just one of their horses could betray them, Meerk had pointed out, if the wrong people came up the road
a the wrong time. There was no sense in taking that sort of chance, so they hid the horses behind the
shack and then got down to it.

The Blending formed ingantly once everyone had dis-mounted, and the firg thing the entity did was
arange everyone dse, aspect-linked, in defensve postions around the five Then the entity floated
rapidly toward the stockade, intending to see how the man Sord was making out. Sord puzzled the entity
ahit, as the man should never have been able to resst the commands he'd been given. Possibly, if there
was time, the entity meant to investigate the matter.

No one noticed when the entity floated into the stockade, of course, but it was impossible to miss the
fact that there were more people moving about than seemed proper for that time of night. It fet as though
everyonein the entire stock-ade was awake and doing, which puzzled the entity even more than the men
Sord. And spesking of Sord, just wherewashe ... ?

The now-familiar thought patterns of the man drew the entity to a large room toward the center of the
stockade. Quite afew men stood in that room, and one of them spoke harshly to Sord.

“... know you never jud ride off without reason, so tdl me now what you were after,” the large,
red-faced man demanded in a growly voice. “Y ou' ve found that group of fugitives haven't you, and now



you intend to contact the Five and dam the reward for yoursdlf. Tdl me the truth!”

“I redly have no idea what you're taking about, dr,” Sord replied, managing to look puzzled as wel
asfantly hurt. “If I'd found any trace of those supposed fugitives, | would certainly have come draight to
you with it. My guess is tha they’ve left this area entirdly, and anyone who goes searching for them is
wading histime.”

“Redly,” the heavy man growled very flatly. “And my guess is that you know exactly where those
people are, and may even have thrown in with them. We've been warned that they may try to free the
segments we have here the way they freed the lagt batch which was supposed to be sent to us, so I've
put everyone in the stockade on the dert. If they don’t come at us tonight or early tomorrow, they won't
have the chance to come at us a dl. A force of two hundred is on its way from Gan Garee, and we were
told to expect them sometime tomorrow night. Take him away and lock him up. I'm told there are people
who are experts a ques-tioning among those who are coming, so after giving some of our own people
the firg chance to get answers, I'll leave him for them to see to if he decides to be too fodlighly
stubborn.”

Sord’s mind jumped about wildly as he fought to keep his protests mild as two big men took hisarms
and began to drag him out of the room. Things weren't going exactly as expected, the entity redized, not
inany way a dl ...

Thirty-Nine

When the Blending dissolved, Rion heard Alsn Meerk say-ing, “... people shouldn't be doing that
now. You should be gtting down and resting, because the five will need you later. Do you people hear
me? What' s wrong?’

“There's nothing wrong, Alsn,” Jowi hurried to assure him, undoubtedly feding the beginnings of
panic that even Rion was able to see in the man. “We Blended to have a prdiminary look around in the
stockade, and our compan-ions are Smply protecting us.”

“Meanin’ nothin’ is wrong here’ Vdlant darified, sounding as disturbed as Rion fdt. “Indde the
stockade is another matter entirely, Snce every man available has been put on the dert.”

“What? Meerk yelped, now looking even closer to panic. “How can that possibly be? | thought
Sord was given unbresgkable orders about not tdling his people anything.”

“It wasn't something Sord said or did,” Jowi explained, her distant expresson suggesting she now
examined the scene again. “Those men were derted even before he re-turned to the stockade, so my
guess would be that someone warned that commandant that the disappearance of the firg guard pursuit
was nothing to ignore or dismiss. And the commandant dearly hates and distrusts Sord, so his lae
re-turn to the stockade smply made the man suspicious of wha Sord might have been doing.”

“Which leaves us where?” Tamrissa asked, her own dis-turbance colored with frustrated annoyance.
“We can't wait for them to fdl adeep because they’re not going to deep, so what do we do now?
Attack anyway, and hope we have enough strength to overcome that many men?’

“No, no, no, there’'s no such thing as ‘hope’ in warfare,” Meerk said with a dismissve gesture, his
head down as he obvioudy considered the problem. “We have to find some-thing that will work, with no
hoping about it. But first ex-plain what was going on with your Blending. | was under the impresson that
you had to be alot closer then this to whatever you were Blending againg.”

“That’s right, you missed the fird battle,” Lorand re-caled doud. “Then we'd better tdl you what
you need to know.”

They dl took turns describing what their Blending entity was capable of—as far as they knew—and
Meerk stood ligening to mogt of it with his mouth open. By the end of the explanation he was merdy
sheking his head, most of his wide-eyed expresson having disappeared.

“No wonder you didn't want any of the others practicing exercises in camp,” he said then. “If they
hed and there' d been aworking Blending in the stockade, we would have been spotted. Is it likdy there
is another working Blending there?’

“No,” Vdlat answered, the words morose. “If there was we would have known about it, and |,



persondly, would have recognized Pagin Holter's tdent. He and his Blendin' must have aready been
sent to wherever they send their * segments.” “

“So much for us having dlies indgde the wals” Meerk muttered, then he looked around at the five
“All right, we' ll have to do thisin steps. Step one will be to neutrdize the High taents they have in there,
otherwise we're probably beaten before we start. And we might be best off waiting until tomorrow night
after dl, to take the edge off ther aertness.”

“l knew we forgot to mention something,” Rion ex-claimed, annoyed with himsdf for not having been
able to pinpoint the thing which had been nagging a him. “We found out that wating is out of the
question, as they’re expecting another two hundred guardsmen by tomorrow night. We have to free their
captives and then we mugt leave, but to go where we dill have no idea”

“And there probably won't be any question about our having the strength to face those two hundred
newcomers,” Tamrissa said with asgh. “If we don’t end up expending everything we have on getting the
captives freed, wisheswill start to come true on aregular basis”

“Is there any other good news you haven't yet passed on?” Meerk asked, his tone more depressed
then sarcadtic. “If thereis, please tdl me now; there s dill one amdl patch of bdief ingde me that says we
do have a chance to be successful. If it's going to be wiped out completdy, I'd rather have it done
before | grow too fond of it.”

“Persondly, I'd rather not have any more good news of that sort,” Jowi said, putting a hand to his
am in gentle support. “If our fird step is to neutrdize the captives, you can consder the matter taken
care of. We shouldn’'t have any trouble with that part of it, but we gill need to know about step two.”

“Step two will probably end up being the guiding of the captives to a back way out, as wel as the
total destruction of anyone who notices or gets in the way.” Meerk’s tone had now gone grim, a fitting
meatch to hisfaintly haggard expression. “That is, if you can find a back way out. | would imegine that a
stockade is usudly considered a place which doesn’t need one.”

“Well probably have to make our own back way out,” Tamrissa said, clearly considering that part of
itin her prov-ince. “But if we do, we ll certanly attract more atention than we like. If so, what do we do
then?’

“Anythin’ we have to,” Valant said, looking around at dl of them. “Does anyone disagree?’

Rion fet no happier than the others looked, but he aso joined them in shaking his head. If it became
necessary they would destroy anyone and everyone they could, no matter how ill the memory of it made
them later on. Rion glanced down a Naran, concerned that she would be even more deeply bothered
then the rest of them, but strangely enough she seemed serendly content. She amiled at Rion and gently
squeezed the hand holding hers, as if to say that nothing he did would ruin her love for him. That was
comforting to know—even though the point had as yet to be proven.

“Then let's get to it,” Meerk said, obvioudy forang him-sdf to briskness. “Where does your five
have to be for you to reach the captives and neutrdize them?’

“We could do it from here, but I’d rather not,” Jowi said, looking around at the rest of them to see if
they agreed. “The closer we are the less our strength will be drained, so why don’t we try to find a place
a least as good as this one, but closer to the stockade?’

“WEIl have to use the Blending,” Lorand said, o looking at his groupmates. “Snesking around
physcdly and checking out neighborhoods in a strange town takes too much time, not to mention
increasing the risk of our being seen by the wrong people. WE Il do it from here, then we can go there a
few a atime”

“l have a different suggestion,” Vadlant said, interrupting Rion and Tamrissal's nods of agreement.
“Let’s use the en-tity to question someone who does know this town, which ought to do the findin' easier
and fagter. Then we dl go together, but with our Spirit magic people usn’ tha ‘I'm invishble trick of
Sord’s. If we separate, it just increases the chance that one of our groups will be seen.”

“| like your idea better than mine” Lorand said a once, giving Valant an anused amile. “As a matter
of fact, | like anything that means less work and less danger. Does anyone ese have a better idea? No?
Thenlet'sgettoit”

As soon as Jowi reached to them they Blended, and a moment later the entity floated through the



town, seeking the someone who was mogt familiar with it. That someone turned out to be a staggering
drunk, who ceased baing drunk when dl the dcohol was removed from his system. By then the man was
under the control of the entity, and he did indeed know the perfect place for its flesh forms. A large,
in-town estate was Stuated not far from the stockade, only two Streets separating the two locations. Even
more, the es-tate had its own exit to a private road which led to the road outside of town. The owners of
the estate had Ieft two days earlier for a long stay in Gan Garee, and dl ther servants had gone with
them.

“Obvioudy lesser members of the nobility,” Rion said once the Blending had dissolved after wiping
the former drunk’s memory of the interview. “If they were redly im-portant, they would maintain a saff
here no matter how long they stayed in the city.”

“Let’'s be glad they are,” Jowi said with a chuckle. “And if | had to guess, I'd say we had our ...
‘friends’ in the dity to thank for that house. Someone must have warned those people that they might be
in a dangerous position, so they packed up fast and left.”

“l condder that extremdy accommodating of them,” Tamrissa said, dso amused. “Let’s get on the
road and find that back gate, and maybe we can take a couple of minutes to bathe before we start our
war. Well probably need a bath more afterward, but I doubt if we'll have the time”

“Let’'s get there fird, and then we can discuss making use of the place's amenities” Lorand said,
interrupting Jowvi’s—and even Naran’ s—enthusiagtic agreement with Tamrissa. “And even if we can
take the time to bathe, don't forget that we can't take the time or use the drength to rehest the water.
Areyou ladies dl that eager to take a cold bath?’

“Tdk about throwin' cold water on an ideg,” Vdlant sad with a grin for the expressions of distaste
the women now wore. “I think bathin' will probably wait for a time when they’ll get a ... warmer
reception.”

Rion joined Lorand in laughing and booing thet terrible statement, but their banter was interrupted by
adearly an-noyed Meerk.

“l do hate to intrude on your good time, but would the bunch of you mind sharing with the rest of us
whet you're taking about? he said tightly. “You were only ... away ten minutes or so, and most of us
expected it to take longer. Are you trying to say that you' ve found a better place for us aready?’

Thistime Rion joined the othersin quickly gpologizing for their thoughtlessness, then kept dlent while
Vdlant de-scribed what they’ d found. Everyone in the group was de-lighted with their good fortune, and
they dl made ther way to ther mounts in better spirits. Having an actud roof over their heads was far
better than standing around in the dark behind a shack, even if they would not have the roof for long.

Rion rode close beside Naran after hdping her into the saddle, fully aware of the easy, familiar way
she handled her mount but nevertheless unwilling to take chances with her safety. They used the Ieft-hand
branch of the main road to circle the town rather than ride through it, and about two-thirds of the way
around they came to the gate the former drunk had visudized. The heavy wooden bar on the indgde was
chained and locked, they discovered, but thar Water magic members took care of the problem. They
flooded the lock with water then indantly froze it, and after a loud cracking sound, everyone could hear
the pieces of broken lock fdl to the ground. Air magic then removed the chain and bar, and they were
able to ride through the now-open gate before dosing and barring it again behind themsalves.

The rest of the ride was dong the private road, which led after a while to the house. It was a fairly
large house, which was dl to the good. Being cramped and uncomfortable would certainly not have
helped them, Rion knew, and pos-sibly would have been worse than standing around behind a deserted
shack.

They discovered that the estate was completely waled, but that didn't mean they fdt they could
afford to be doppy in disguisng their presence. The horses were put into the stable even if there weren't
ddls enough for dl of them, and then they were given libera hepings of the fine oats they found stored in
the feed room. Rion watched that ac-tivity for a moment, and then he redlized what was bothering him.

“Unless I'm mistaken, we can't amply sneak the captives out of the stockade,” he said to Vdlant,
who stood near im on Naran’s other sde. “If we bring them out on foot, they’ll most likdy be forced to
day on foot. We don't have extra mounts for them, we aren't likdly to find the necessary mounts in that



town, and we certainly can’t ride double or triple, depending on how many of them there are.”

“I never thought of that,” Vdlant admitted with a frown. “1 wonder if Meerk did, and has somethin’ in
mind to solve the problem. If not, we' d better do some thinkin' before we get to the attackin’ part.”

Rion agreed, of course, but discussing the matter with the others didn’t occur immediatdy. Half ther
number had gone toward the house, and when he and Naran and Vdlant fol-lowed, they discovered that
those with Fire magic were giv-ing separate guided tours. Lighting lamps in every room was not
something they were going to do, but kindling smdl columns of flame to see by was another matter
entirey.

“Meerk and the others should be finished with the horses soon, so let’s tdl the women and Lorand,”
Vdlant sug-gested. “That way if Meerk is as much a a loss as we are, one of the others might have a
suggestion.”

Rion considered that course of action sensble, so he and Naran it up from Vdlant to search for
the others. Rion led the way to the second floor while Vdlant searched through the firgt, and upstairs was
where their three group-mates were. Tamrissa lit the way for Jowi and Lorand as they explored the
large, poshly decorated house, but when they heard the question they logt interest in exploring.

“l hope Alsn does have the answer,” Jowvi said, and from the various expressions on ther faces she
obvioudy spoke for Lorand and Tamrissa as well. “1 have no idea how we can get them mounted, not if
we don't take the mounts from the stockade as well. But to do that we'd firs have to ... diminate al
those men, which we're dl 4ill rdluctant to do—even assuming we have the strength.”

“So let’s see what Alsin has to say,” Tamrissa suggested, then led the way back downdtairs. By then
Meerk had come in from the stable and Valant had spoken to him, and un-fortunately his reaction was a
perfect maich to theirs.

“l don’'t understand how | could have missed that,” he muttered, now looking more haggard than
ever. “And | thought | was doing so wel with al this militay nonsense ... So does anybody have a
suggesion?’

“l suggest we ask the rest of our group,” Naran said when no one ese spoke up. “If they don’'t have
any im-mediate ideas, they may be able to think of something.”

Since that was the mogt practical next step, that was what they did. Rion watched their companions
while Vdlant made the announcement about their dilemma, but no on€e's face lit up with the answer. The
dimness of the gtting room they’d dl gathered in accounted only partidly for thet; the rest was deep
perplexity.

“It's a good thing you were bright enough to bring up the point, Rion,” Tamrissa murmured to him
while a mutter of comments and exclamations went through the group. “Otherwise we'd be standing
there with dl these freed cap-tives, and no way to get them out of this town.”

“l think ... our man difficulty is that none of us has experience or familiarity with Stuaions such as
this” Rion answered dowly, his thoughts ... sretching in an odd di-rection. “I was in that very postion
mysdf when | firgt joined the rest of you, and what | needed to do was ask for guidance from those who
did have the experience. We need to speak to the commandant of the stockade about the key-ing phrase
for his captives and about where the other chd-lenging Blendings have been sent, so why not ask him
about this aswdl?’

“What if he doesn't have the answer either?” Meerk put flatly, obvioudy having overheard the
exchange. “You'll then be Ift in the middle of the stockade with a large group of people you can't move
out quickly, and no easy answer to changing the Stuation.”

“Actudly, we won't be in the stockade at dl,” Tamrissa corrected gently as annoyance flared in Rion
over Meerk’ s new tendency toward defeatism. “Our Blending entity will be there, and it's even possible
it may find the answer we individuds can't. It's either go ahead and take the chance that well work
something out, or just St here until that new contingent of guardsmen comes and wipes us out. Which
option would you prefer to take, Alsn?’

“Asif we had a choice,” Meerk muttered in answer, then he struggled to put a amile on his face. “But
you're abso-lutely right, Tamrissa, so don't mind me. Someone must have chosen me as designated
pessmig of the group while | wasn't looking, and now | can't resgn from the postion. When do the five



of you plan to start?’

“I think we dl ought to have some tea firs,” Jowi sug-gested immediaey before anyone could say
something else. “1 know | need a cup, and the longer we wait, the less dert those people will be. It's
certain to be a very long night, so let’s get as comfortable as possible before we begin it.”

Everyone was enthusiadtic in ther support of that idea, but when a search for Lidris began, it was
discovered that the man had anticipated the request. A large quantity of tea was dready steeping, <o it
waan't long before they dl had refreshments. There had been many tins of smdl cakes among the stores
in the convoy, and Lidris had brought dong a number of the tins, which he opened to go with the tea
They dl had their snack, took turnsin the comfort fa-cilities of the house, then were ready to begin.

The Blending entity, dready knowing the generd layout of the stockade, went directly to the room
where the one caled commandant had been the lagt time. The flesh form was il there, only now there
were no othersin the room with him. The remnants of amed sat abandoned on a tray to one sde of the
man's desk, and the man himsdf sat with feet stretched out and a cup of tea in his hands. His thoughts
were tinged with satisfaction, and the entity found itself cu-rious.

—Something fills you with satisfaction—the entity put once it had the man in its control.—What
would that some-thing be?—

“I've taken the opportunity to teach that wretch Sord some manners” the man replied, a amile
curving his thick lips. “I had him put to the question rather harshly, and even though | learned nothing,
there will be no repercussions from any of his—acquaintances. The emergency we are now in the midst
of will excuse whatever was done.”

—Why do you loathe the man so?—the entity inquired, sill curious—What has he done to deserve
your hatred?—

“He presumes, and the fool who fathered him has once or twice supported the bastard,” the man
returned, a snarl now twigting his pudgy face. “For that reason Sord comes and goes just as he pleases,
laughing dl the while and think-ing that | don’t dare oppose him. His sre may not come to his rescue, but
then again, he might. Uncertainty has stayed my hand until now, but the commands of the Five have freed
meto do what should have been done long ago.”

—And what commands are those?—the entity put next, dismissing the unimportant point about the
men Sord.—What information have you been given, and what were you told to do about it?—

“I've been offiddly informed that dangerous fugitives are in this area,” the man replied promptly.
“They some-how managed to ambush more than thirty guardsmen who were falowing them from Gan
Garee, and it's thought that they may wel try to free the segments | dill have here in camp. The
miscreants aso ambushed the convoy | was ex-pecting and stole the segments that are so badly needed
a the front. My men and | are ordered to destroy them utterly, and when reinforcements arrive I’'m to get
the remaining segments sent on their way—under guard—as quickly as possible.”

—NMore than thirty guardsmen,—the entity mused.—Was the number put just that way? And just
how dangerous are the dangerous fugitives?—

“Yes, the number was put that way,” the man responded, now sounding fantly annoyed. “That's
enough, | think, to make anyone nervous. And we were told that they were very dangerous, so they're
not to be given the chance to pretend to surrender. We're to destroy them uiterly, but preferably leave
enough to send back to Gan Garee as proof of ther death. But if a choice has to be made, complete
destruction is the top priority.”

—So if you were told that the number of the guardsmen killed was more like one hundred than thirty,
tha might affect your eagerness to face the fugitives>—the entity asked, pursuing its line of
curiosty—What of your men? Would they fed the same?—

“If they ever learned that a hundred guardsmen were killed rather than thirty, haf of them would
probably de-sert,” the man said with a snort of ridicule. “They’re mogly Low taents with a smattering of
Middles, after dl, so what else would you expect? |, mysdf, would ride out with my persond guard to
meet and warn the contingent coming from Gan Garee, and as soon as my back was turned | would lose
haf the men now here. But sSnce the number isn't a hundred, | won't be turning my back and my men
won't be desarting.”



—No, not yet,—the entity agreed, filing the informaion away for use a another time—Now you
may explan why the ... segments are so vitdly important a what you cdled the front. What is afront, and
why isthere arush to get the segments there?—

“You don’t know much, do you?’ the man replied, now openly sneering. “I, persondly make it my
busness to know everything | need to, which any superlaive leader would do. The front is where the
fighting is gaing on in Astinda, and the segments are desperately needed because the fighting is suddenly
going againg us. Those backward fools in Adinda seem to have found a way to counter our attacks,
which has stopped our advance rather aboruptly. We can't afford to let that continue, of course, so a
massve counterthrust is being caled for—before those in Gan Garee find out what's happening. Our
noble superiors aren’'t known for their patience with falure, but they won't learn the truth from me. |
would love to be promoted to the place now occupied by those a the front, but not while they’re losing.”

—Only someone capable of turning the loss around would think differently,—the entity commented,
then got on with the primary reason for its being there—Y ou will now supply the keying phrase used on
your captives, and will also detall whatever orders they’ ve aready been given. After that you will suggest
the best way to get dl those captives mounted and out of here—

“But they can't be mounted and gotten out of here)” the man protested with a smdl laugh of
incredulity. “If my men see them trying to leave, they’ll attack & once. The seg-ments have been
forbidden to harm anyone here, so they won't be able to defend themsdves. The keying phrase is, ‘I am
in command,” but no one but me can use it—unless I'm offiddly replaced by someone else, and then
only that someone ese will be able to use it. The segments know wel enough who is and igT't in
command, and they won't accept orders from someone not authorized to issue them.”

—The solution to that dilemma is Smple—the entity re-marked, disantly scornful of the feeble
attempt to circum-vent its desires—Y ou will now vist those segments and secretly free them, with this
entity accompanying you. In the meantime you will consider the best way to secure mounts for the
captives, and will suggest that best way as soon as dl are free. Y ou may begin right now.—

The man promptly put aside his teacup and got to his feet, then headed out of the room. Once they
hed |&ft the man's ade behind in the reception room beyond his own, the entity had the man explain
where the “front” was in more precise terms. The man did so, fdling slent at any time someone dse
would have been able to hear him, and at last they reached the firgt of the groups of captives.

“You will hear me and obey, for | amin command,” the man said clearly to the captives once his own
men had been sent away. “You will not be bound by any previous orders given you, and after this find
command, you will never obey the orders of others againgt your will again. As you under-stand, you may
now comply.”

The five people dl began to speak a once, as though they had just come out of a trance of some
sort, and the entity touched and camed them. It promised to explain dl once everyone else had dso been
freed, and ordered the five to remain where they were until then, pretending that nothing had changed.
The captives had been arranged into a link-group, of course, and ther agreement was filled with
con-fuson but nevertheless unwavering. They would do as they’ d been asked, a least for a short while.

The same scene was repeated over and over again, until more than Sxty captives had been freed. A
large dining hal was designated by the stockade’s commandant as the best meeting place for their
purpose, so dl the former captives were gathered together there. Most of them had had the chance to
think over—and to some extent talk over—what their Stuation was, and when the last of their number
ar-rived, a dender man with eegant mannerisms stepped for-ward.

“Whoever you are, are you able to hear me?’ he asked, looking about as though expecting to see the
entity. “Can you show yoursdf to us?’

—Becoming vishleis act presently possible—the entity responded, sending the words to everyone
there—This en-tity is a Blending of afive, and it stands ready to assst you. You will dl require mounts,
and then complete freedom will have been returned to you. From here our flesh forms go to free others
of our own who have dso been endaved, and dl of you are welcome to accompany us—

“I believe | speak for dl of us when | say we would be delighted to accompany you,” the dender
men responded, looking about himsdf to see the nods of many of the others. “There is, however, one



thing we mugt do firgt. The time we spent here has been an agony of humiliation and pain, for those about
us knew we were helpless to defend our-salves againg any despicable act they cared to offer. First we
will give thanks for thet ... hospitdity, then we will be truly free to join you.”

The roar of agreement arising from dl those minds nearly staggered the entity with its intengty, then
they dl began to stream out of the medting hdl. The entity attempted to stop them, attempted to speak
reason and caution, but their fury became a shidd of sorts, shutting out everything but what they wished
to hear. Astonished by its helplessness, the en-tity hovered in the now-empty room a moment, then
hedtily followed the throng. A terrible premonition had come to the entity, and it had to find some way to
avert what promised to be disagter ... !

Forty

But averting disaster proved to be impossible. The captives, freed a last from the confines of ther
own minds, streamed out across the stockade in ther link-groups. The military men, dready derted
agang attack from without, suddenly found themsdlves under attack from within. A military link-group in
Fire magic attempted to defend itsdf with awal of fire, but a thicker, heavier wal of flanes consumed
theirs and left them shocked and shaken. Then dl five crumbled to dust which Sfted to the ground, mute
proof that a link-group in Water magic had made certain that that particular military link-group would
never perform agan.

All around the entity it was attack and counterattack, with the former captives as the stronger force.
The entity found itsdf hoping that that would end the battle with the former captives as the victors, but
it—and they—had forgotten how many more military men there were. Sixty High practition-ers agang a
like force of Lows and Middles would certainly have prevailed, but againg three hundred and fifty Lows
and Middles ...

The surprise of the attack brought the former captives quick successes, but then the tide began to
turn. More and more of the military men entered the fray, with screams and shouts and raging and cursing
coming from dl directions. People staggered as Earth magic raged ingde thear bodies, and with thar
dying efforts they took the ar from the near-est group of enemies. Some blistered or burned or turned to
charred ash; some drowned or turned to dust; some gasped for ar or choked on some fetid stench held
around ther heads, some were pelted by flying stones or had their hearts stop bedting; and some logst
interest in the battle and in de-fending themsalves. These last were under attack by those with Spirit
meagic, and in losing interest they dso logt therr lives

The entity, usudly so dispassionate, fdt a definite sense of maaise. It had naturadly expected to join in
the battle, but the former captives fought with such savagery that they brought the same out in the military
groups. This produced physcd fighting as wel as tdent battle, and in many places the two factions
flowed together, one group dmog indigtin-guishable from the other.

And the power that was being used! The source of power was like a limitless ocean, and even the
entity took little more than a comparative cupful. But those doing battle were, in multiple groups, usng it
more by the bucketful. The whirling agitation in the power caused an odd humming to force its way into
the entity’ s awareness, something of a daticlike lightning, which threstened to interfere with the entity’s
own use of the power.

That, of course, was a more-than-serious Stuation, therefore the entity strove to balance itsdf in the
midd of the storm. Its help was needed by the former captives, but any attempt to interfere now would
most likely destroy friend dong with enemy. Balance and contral ... balance and contral ... the second
was impossible without the fird. In the midgt of chaos the entity fought its own slent battle, and then ...
jug ahint ...

But a hint which showed the way to the answer. Once again it lay in those woven patterns its flesh
forms had been taught, and now only the proper pattern was needed. The entity flashed blindingly fast
from one pattern to another, until the proper one was discovered. A complex pattern to be sure, but one
which returned both balance and control. The entity wove it about itsdf, then looked around—

Only to let forth a voiceless wall of horror! Most of the former captives were dead, and even as it



watched, the remaining few link-groups were in the midst of being over-whelmed. The entity had come
to hdp the captives, and indead had stood usdesdy by and watched them being de-stroyed!
Dispassonate the entity had dways been, but sud-denly it experienced the taste of rage ...

And with that rage came action. The storm of power ill lingered in the surrounding ar like a thick
flurry of leaves during avidlent rainstorm. The entity captured that power and added it to what power it
was able to draw for itsdlf, then sent the combination sheeting over the military groups which had begun
to shout in ddighted victory. There was 4ill dmogt a third of its origind force left, but only until their
shouts turned to screams. And then only echoes of those screams were |eft, as the living beings who had
pro-duced them disappeared completdly ...

The entity looked about itsdf with grim pleasure, weary but satisfied with what it had wrought ...

And then it was me back to mysdf again as Jowi dis-solved the Blending. If | hadn't dready been
gtting down | would certainly have staggered and then falen, but not from exhaudtion. If | hadn’t been in
shock | would have been vidlently sick to my stomach, and Jowvi’s muffled sob said she fdt exactly the
same. Lorand and Rion looked pae with alikeillness, and even Valant was dearly shaken.

“What's wrong?’ Alsn Meerk asked as soon as he re-dized that we were no longer Blended.
“Weren't you able to get through to the captives? What took so long? Will we have to go into the
stockade after dl? What—"

“Stop!” Vdlat ordered with one hand raised, not quite able to look a the man. “Stop askin' 4l
those questions. We gat the captives free of the orders holdin’ them, but they refused to leave until they
got some of their own back from the ones who had held them captive. We couldn’t stop them, and the
battle turned into somethin’ ... horrifyin’. Our entity got tossed around like a feather in a high wind, and
by the time it was able to Sabilize itsdf—All the captives are dead, and we accounted for dl the
link-groups they didn’'t.”

Exdamations of shock and dismay came from the people around us, and even Alsn had gone pae.

“They're dl dead?’ he asked in a whisper, his expresson showing how difficult it was for him to
accept that truth. “We came here and risked ourselves for nothing?’

“We came here and risked ourselves to give them free-dom,” | corrected harshly, hepless to keep
the words back. “What they chose to do with it was their decison, but—I hate what it did to us. Am |
the only one who feds ... twisted?’

“Hadly,” Rion responded fird, the others adding ther own agreement. “1 considered the
emotionlessness of our entity a disquieting thing—urtil it ceased to be that. The smple memory of its rage
isalmost more than | can bear.”

“It was a conglomeration and combination and magnifi-cation of our own natural anger and distress,”
Jowi said, sounding more weary than the rest of us. “Knowing what being angry feds like lets us control
the emotion, but the entity is like a child in its level of experience. That terrible sorm of power ripped
through its protective shidd of emo-tionlessness, and that caused it to lose control.”

“Only over its own fedings” Lorand pointed out after taking a deep breath. “It was in complete
control of every-thing else, proven by the fact that those military men just ... disappeared. And this time it
waan't in a blaze of fire”

“l had the fedin’ it used everythin' a once,” Vdlant said, pushing both hands through his long, pae
hair. “The last time it let one or another of our aspects dominate, but this time it blended them dl. Or
Blended them. Isit just learnin’ what it' s dl about, or hasit taken the wrong branch down a dark road?’

When we heard that question we dl looked at Jowvi, but she gave each of us a glance and then made
asound of ridicule.

“Since | was right there dong with the rest of you, how do you expect me to know when you don't?’
she asked, obvioudy druggling to sound reasonable. “Right now we probably know more about
Blending entities than anyone dse dive—with the possible exception of the so-called Seated Five—and
we know amost nothing. Do we have any choice other than to Smply go aong, learning by doing? If we
do I’d like to hear about it, but right now we have an-other question to answer: where do we go and
what do we do next?’

“With thisamdl a force, what can we do?’ Alan asked, more wounded than scornful. “And if things



got this badly out of hand here, won't it be worse if we come across an even larger inddlation?’

“I'mfor goin’ to that ‘front,’” Valant said, suddenly gtting straighter in his chair. “That's where Pagin
Holter and his people have to be, and maybe even your friend Hat, Lorand. Meerk isright in sayin’ we
don’'t have alarge enough force to do anythin' meaningful, and if we don’'t get one we might as wel wait
here and let them kill us. This time there are two hundred guardsmen after us. Next time they’ll make it
five hundred or more.”

“You should tel everyone what a front is” Alsn said, looking around a us. “And then I'd like to
hear what we' re supposed to do when we get there”

Vdlant made the explanations while |, at least, consdered my decison, and by the time he was
through I’d come to the only concluson | could.

“So that means we have to go and try to free ther ‘seg-ments,” “ | said while Alsn sat there looking
thoughtful. “We can hope that it won't be the same as it was here, Snce there ian't likdy to be dl that
pent-up rage ingde the captives. Unless I've gotten the wrong impression, they’ll be spending ther rage
on those poor, hepless peoplein Aginda.”

“If they’re s0 poor and helpless, why do the commanders of our own forces need so many more
segments?’ Rion asked, looking disturbed. “That men told us that the war was suddenly going badly,
which means our own people are being defeated. |s waking into the middle of that the wisest course of
action?”

“It' sether that or try to reach the same organization going up againg the people of Gracdy,” Lorand
answered for the rest of us. “They’ve only been at it for ayear in Gracely, but these people have been a
it for three and now they’re loang. Which group do you think will be more likdy to notice our arivd, the
ones dill winning, or the oneslosng?’

“Point taken,” Rion conceded, holding up one hand. “Going againg an dert, well-organized force
would be as-inine, not to mention too time consuming. We could end up surrounded by pursuers in dl
directions before we came within twenty miles of the place.”

“l agree,” Jowi said, dso Sraghtening in her chair. “We have only one place to go and one thing to
do, so now we can ask who means to go with us. If the answer is every-one, we redly should replenish
our supplies from what they have stored in the stockade. They certainly don’'t need them any longer.”

Our companions were quick to assure us that they meant to continue in our company, but | think that
was only be-cause they experienced nothing of what had happened in the stockade. They dill fdt safe
with us, but | wasn't absolutdy sure that | did. We should have had complete control over our Blending
entity, but now ... Instead of acting the sav-iors, were we turning Something horrible loose on the world?

| nearly refused to Blend again in order to transfer the supplies, but everything went smoothly. The
entity found the stockade's stores and used Air magic to lift and trandfer what we wanted, drawing
heavily on the power of our com-panions when our own began to be drained. After we sep-arated we
were tired but not exhausted, though Jowvi il looked troubled.

“l couldn’'t help noticing that there were two people dill I€ft dive in the stockade,” she said when
Lorand put an am around her shoulders and asked what was bothering her. “One was that commandant
man, and his Low taent wasn't enough to shidd him from dl that raw power everyone used. He's now a
drooling idiot, but the second survivor isn't the same. That man Sord is badly hurt, but his mind is 4ill
intact.”

“He' s hurt because they tortured him,” | said, knowing it for a fact. “I dso noticed him, but there's
nothing we can do for him. He ig't to be trusted even if we keep him under control, which is why the
entity released control of both men. But didn’t we hed him just alittle?’

“Yes, enough so that he won't have any trouble surviving until those guardsmen get here)” Lorand
confirmed. “Since it's undeniably our fault that he was tortured to begin with, there was nothing dse we
could do. But you're right about our not being able to take him with us, even if he is aredly strong
Middle talent.”

“Assumin’ we get to where we're goin' soon enough, we ought to have dl the Middle and High
tdents we need,” Vdlant said, sanding up to stretch. “I'm hopin’ Lidris has a med ready for us, and
after | eat I'm gettin' some deep. We need to be out of here before sunup tomorrow, but until then there



are red beds waitin' to be used.”

There wasn't anyone in the house foolish enough to argue with those suggestions, and we actudly 4l
ended up with our own rooms. Some of us doubled up deliberatdly, of course, but by usng fast footwork
| was able to keep Alsn from proposing that he share my quarters. I'd been careful to treat him with
nothing more than pleasant friendliness, but the deliberate distance I’ d evoked was being ignored by him.
The man redly was persgen ...

| sighed as | looked around the room 1I'd chosen, seeing the amdl stting area to one side of the
desping chamber. | was tired but not yet ready to get into bed, so | went to the gtting area and took a
char near a smdl, beautifully carved desk. Since as a child I'd been forbidden to go near my father's
desk, that particular piece of furniture had dways held a specid apped for me Hidden treasures,
forbidden delights, illict marvels ... | had to open the drawers, just to see what was insde.

The desk held nothing but a large, ledger-sized book bound in leather, filled completely with blank
pages. There were aso pens and many inkstones, as though someone had intended to do a lot of writing
a sometime. | began to put the ledger back into the desk, concelving of no immediate use for it, then |
changed my mind and took the inkstones and pens out as well. Having something to write in—or on, if
we tore out a page or two—might well come in handy, and we aso needed to search tha house for
clothes. My own outfit was threatening to become threadbare at any mo-ment, and the others couldn’t
be in much better condition.

Tomorrow, before we Ieft, we could do the necessary searching, and once we brought the supply
wagon up to the house, I'd make sure to indude the ledger and ink and pens in what was loaded. Why,
one of our people might even want to write an account of what had happened to us ...

Forty-One

Lorand rode dowly back to where the others were camped, trying to rid himsdf of the picture of
devastation and ruin that he’d just encountered. It had taken them a bit more than four days to reach that
part of Astinda, and they’d dl been appaled a what they’d found. Destruction and ruin in dl directions,
induding the pretty little town he remembered his father taking them to when he was ill a boy. It had
been a medting of border farmers from both countries, and those attending had been encouraged to bring
their families. The people of that town had fed and housed them and made them fed like welcome
neighbors, and they’d dl been sorry to leave.

And now nothing was Ieft of that town, not buildings and certainly not people. Fire had touched
everything there, and not particularly recently. What hadn’t been burned was ru-ined by being exposed
to the dements, and the soil had an odd ... taste/amell to it. Something like that heavy black semiliquid
they’d made him use histdent to scatter around during the qudification tests. It had soaked into the soil
and ruined the ground for crops, and only a lot of mind-bresking work with Earth magic at some future
time would ever make that land viable again.

“And this was done by those who are supposed to be my people” Lorand muttered, wavering
between crying like a child and screaming out his rage as his talent sought enemies to destroy. “They
wanted thisland so they killed those who dready occupied it, and why not? Haven't they done the same
to enough people in their own country?’

Lorand's mount moved skittishly, unsettled by the lack of grazing and pasturage and generd
unfriendliness of the area they’d passed through. Going farther into Agtinda would be hard on dl the
horses, especidly snce they no longer had the supply wagon. They'd left it behind in Qud-lin, after
hdping themsalves to a number of the horses from the stockade. Once Meerk had settled down, he'd
mentioned how much they would be dowed up by usng the wagon. With pursuit less then a full day
behind them—which it would be even if the guardsmen stopped for a while in Quel-lin—packhorses
would be a much better idea.

So they’ d used packhorses, and everyone had gotten used to being in a saddle dl day. W, maybe
“gotten used to” was too positive a phrase, Lorand admitted privately. All those who were new to riding
had been suffering to one degree or another, but none of them redly complained doud. And at least they



dl had a bit more to wear than previoudy. Outfits by the dozens had been Ieft in that house they’d spent
the night in, and if the dothing didn’t fit every-one, at least it was usable by most of the group.

But the time hadn’'t been easy for anyone, and if tempers were occasondly short it was completely
understandable. They'd been able to keep the pursuing guardsmen the same distance behind them, but
only by spending dl of one night riding. The guardsmen had kept going after sundown so they’d had to
do the same, working to ruin the guardsmen’s plan to caich them adeep somewhere. At least that's what
they thought the plan was, and the guardsmen hadn’t tried it again. Happily.

“Lorand, you're back,” one of their sentries, Wrixin, said as he stepped out from his place behind a
bush in asmdl stand of trees. “Did you find what you went looking for? Y ou weren't gone very long.”

“That's because there was nothing left of what | went looking for,” Lorand replied, finding it
impossble to put life into his voice. “You'd better pass the word to the other sentries that well be
moving on again as soon as everyone has rested for awhile—and the horses have been dlowed to graze.
There' s nothing for them to graze on up ahead for asfar as | went, so wéell just have to keep going until
we find someplace decent.”

Wrixin nodded in that same sober way they were dl gart-ing to use, so Lorand continued on into the
copse where everyone dse was. As soon as he dismounted he unsaddled his horse, hobbled it, and
turned it loose to graze with the others. They could probably spend another hour in that copse, but then
they would have to move on.

“Arethings any better up ahead?’ Jowvi asked as soon as she saw him. Then she held up a hand as
she shook her head. “No, don’t bother answering that. The tone of your thoughtsis answer enough.”

“But you do dill need an answer in words,” Lorand said as he stopped to kiss her grimy but very soft
cheek. “It's worse up ahead, and | don't know how far the devastation goes. WEl have to try to get
through this area as quickly as possible, otherwise we'll lose the horses. Pushing them hard and starving
them on top of it will kill them faster than anything but deliberate daughter.”

“l suppose it's a good thing, then, that we have fewer supplies for the packhorses to carry,” Rion
sad from where he and Naran sat, not far from where Jowi stood. “Lighter burdens may baance the
lack of grazing, at least for a short while”

“What we dl need, people and horses dike, is a place to stop and rest for a while” Naran sad,
sounding dmogt as weary as Lorand fdt. “Not to mention someplace decent to take a bath. If we have
to do without for much longer, we won't need your Blending to handle any enemies we come across. Al
well have to do is get upwind of them, and then we can stand there and watch them fal over.”

“Now there's a potent weapon in our arsend we haven't been counting on,” Jowi said with a grin
while Lorand and Rion laughed. “Let’s mention it to Alsin, and see what tac-tics he can come up with to
use it mogt effectively.”

“Whereis Meerk?’ Lorand asked, taking the cup of tea Jowi had poured for him before joining her
ingtting near Rion and Naran. “I'm used to seeing him somewhere around Tamrissa, but she's over there
soribbling in that ledger she found. I'm glad we dl talked her into doing the writing. | may be mistaken,
but snce she started that project she's been feding more ... balanced.”

“Sheis more baanced,” Jowi confirmed with a amile for the way he'd used a word more suited to
her province. “Writing down what’s happened to us seems to be bringing her a focus she lacked before,
not to mention greater emo-tiona control. She's aready better off than she was, and her inner srength
seems to be growing daily.”

“And our friend Algn is teking a nap,” Rion put in, answering the rest of Lorand's question. “Since
Vdlant is now drilling the Water magic people and you won't be gtart-ing with the Earth magic people
until he's done, Meerk took the opportunity to get some deep. Once you gart to use Earth magic, helll
be wide-awake.”

“l have the feding helll be waking up to face something more than just the use of magic in his own
aspect,” Naran said, now looking faintly troubled. “Vdlant has been watch-ing Alan show his interest in
Tamrissa, but while she con-tinued to spend a good ded of time amiling a and taking to him, he hasn't
sad anything to Alan. Now that she's pending so much time with her writing, | think Vdlant is about to
have words with Alsn. | wish he would talk to her instead, but the chances of that are dmost nil.”



“That's because he's dill fantly frightened of her,” Jowi said with a wry amile “He knows she's
runing his resolve to have nothing more to do with her for a while, so he's afraid to get too close. He
won't even admit to himsdlf that his resolve isn't working, not as stubborn as he is He'd rather growl a
Aldn than whisper sweetly to Tamrissas—and that was a very astute observation you made, Naran. For
someone without Spirit magic, you're very senstive.”

“You're a love for saying that, Jovvi, but the Studtion is so clear that even Rion had no trouble
noticing,” Naran replied with a faint blush and a pleased chuckle. “And do stop looking a me in that
wounded way, my love. Y ou know you don’t notice alot of these things until they come up and tap you
on the nose.”

“That is unfortunatdy dl too true,” Rion admitted, ap-parently giving up on trying to make Naran fed
quilty for what she'd said. “I wish it were otherwise, so I’ ve been making the effort to change—mysdf as
wall as the subject. Lorand, when do you think well reach the place that man cdled the front?’

“We should get to the area sometime tomorrow night,” Lorand said after thinking for a moment. “It
in't redly dl that far away, but the traveling won't be very easy. When | reached the outskirts of that
town | couldn’t bear to go any nearer, so | stretched out my perceptions to check beyond it. | may be
mistaken, but | think there are some deep, wide holesin the road beyond the place where the town was”

“Then I'm very glad we no longer have the wagon or the carriage with us” Jowi said. “Getting
vehides past large holes might have delayed us long enough for those guards-men to catch up. Oh, look,
here comes Vdlant. It seems to be your turn now with practicing, so you got back just intime”

“I'm taking my tea with me,” Lorand stated as he began to get to his feet. “I think that’s one of the
things | miss mogt: being able to St down with a cup of tea a regular intervals”

And he dso had to gather his people, he sad to himsdf. They’d been teaching their companions the
patterns they’d learned and had used to such good—and varied—purpose, and most were doing
excdlently wdl with them. Soon, pos-sibly even tomorrow night and before they made contact with the
amy, they ought to try puitting together more Blendings. HE' d have to tak to the others about it, once
they got back onthe road ....

Vdlant nodded to Lorand as they passed each other, amiled to the others where they sat, then went
to pour him-sdf a cup of tea. When he'd fird made up his mind about taking to Meerk he'd fdt as
though he could use something stronger than tea, but that feding had passed. Right now he was
downright eager to get things straightened out about Tamrissa, which he ought to be able to do in just a
few minutes. As soon as Lorand got his group started on prac-ticing, Meerk would be up and about
agan.

And the time came just as quickly as Valant had been expecting. He dill had hdf the tea in his cup
when Meerk appeared, sretching and rubbing deep from his eyes. The man paused to look around, saw
Tamrissa gtting and writing away in her ledger book, and obvioudy made up his mind to interrupt her. A
foolish amile spread across his face as he started in her direction, but snce Valant stood a smdl distance
to Meerk’ sright and Tamrissa sat the same smd| distance to Vdlant' sright, Valant was able to step out
and intercept Meerk.

“You and | need to tak,” he said oftly to a startled Meerk. “I've been wantin’ to get a few things
draight be-tween us, and now’s as good atime as any.”

“Asyou like” Meerk agreed in a suddenly neutrd way. “I’ve been wondering if you would start a
conversation like this, because | have a few things of my own to say. But Snce thisisyour idea, you have
theright to Start things off.”

“That’s not the only right | have,” Vdlant retorted, spesking camly and quietly. “1 dso have the right
to tdl you to stop pesterin’ Tamrissa. She ign't interested in you, Meerk, so why don't you find a womean
who is?’

“I'd say that comes under the heading of my business” the man responded, obvioudy working to
match Vdlant's cam. “But don’t you think it's up to Tamrissa to say whether or not she's interested?
Shel swdl enough aware of the fact that I’m courting her, and since | ill haven't been turned to ash it's
farly sofe to say that she doesn’t mind.”

“You're missin' the point, Meerk,” Vdlant said, now finding it harder to hold his temper. “I'm the



one who minds, which means I’'m not tryin’ to make Tamrissa's de-cisions for her. She and | are a part
of each other in away you can’t understand, so I'm entitled to mind. Find a dif-ferent woman and leave
her done, or there will be more than just words between us”

“Are you saying you mean to pursue her yoursdf?” Meerk had the nerve to ask. “I’ve noticed that
you never go near her on your own, unless it has something to do with the Blending. All the rest of the
time you avoid her, making her come after you. It mus tickle your vanity to have a woman chasing after
you, a woman you push away if she gets too close. But Tamrissa is too wonderful a person to be put
through something like that, so | won't dlow it. | intend to continue courting her, and if I'm very lucky
el agree to marry me. If you decide you don't like that idea, go ahead and do whatever you fed you
have to.”

And with that Meerk turned and went back the way he'd come, leaving Valant to stare after him. A
minute earlier Valant would have been furious to have the man smply wak away from him, but now it
was something of a rdief. The accusation Meerk had made was ridiculous, but Valant didn't quite know
how to answer it. Of course he wasn't forcing Tamrissa to chase after him, and vanity had nothing to do
with his actions. He was jugt trying to avoid another shdlow, temporary association with a woman he
happened to love quite alat ....

But that didn’t change the fact that Meerk had refused to agree to Valant's demands. He had openly
admitted he was courting Tamrissa, and with marriage in mind! That part of it had dso shaken Vdlant, as
he'd never expected Meerk to have honorable intentions. It changed thingsin a vague but definite way, if
anything could be both vague and definite at the same time. It also meant that he would have to speak to
Tamrissa, something he'd been hoping to avoid. Every time he got close to her and she amiled that
beautiful, en-ticing amile ...

It took a smdl effort for Vdlant to get control of himsdf again, but as soon as he did he headed
draght for Tamrissa. If he put off taking to her Meerk might come back and say the wrong thing, and
that would be worse. Better to get there firs and avoid confuson. When he stopped beside her she
looked up, then she amiled that amile.

“Wl, thisisa surprise,” she said, actudly putting aside the pen she’d been usng. “Or isit time for us
to Blend agan?’

“No, it ign't time to Blend,” Vdlant answered quickly, feding a flush in his cheeks as he crouched
beside her. Wasn't that part of what Meerk had said ... ? “I just wanted to tak to you for a moment, to
ask afavor. Will you mind doin’ me a favor?’

“Of course nat,” she answered, looking as though she forcibly kept hersdf from reaching out to touch
him. “What favor would you like me to do for you?’

“l want you to tdl Meerk to stop ... doin’ what heé sdoin’,” Vdlant said, having more trouble putting
the thing into words than he’ d expected to. “Heisn't part of our group, after dl, and it just isn't right.”

“What ign't right about it?” she asked after a very brief pause, an odd expression flickering in her
lovely eyes. “He ian't doing anything but courting me, and inamost polite way. He isn't by some chance
interfering with someone e se' s intention to court me—is he?

“Ah ... no, heign't,” Vdlant said through teeth that seemed to want to clench. “It ... ign't time yet for
... omethin’ like that. But that doesn’t make what he's doin’ dl right. He in't redly one of us, and that
makes a big difference”

“It hasn't made a difference for Rion and Naran,” she countered, the expression in her eyes having
suddenly changed. “Are you saying you consider Naran an outsider because she does't Blend with us?’

“No, of course not,” Vdlant hastened to assure her, be-ginning to fed tha the conversation was
getting out of hand. “Naran is one of uswithout question, but that’s completdly different. Meerk ign't like
Naran, notinany way at dl.”

“And why would that be?’ she demanded, dl sweetness and amiles having disappeared. “Tdl me,
Dom Ro, why isit different? | want to hear a reason for what you' re saying.”

“Itjudt is, that'sdl,” Valant muttered, determined not to be stampeded away from the decison he'd
previoudy made. “And it doesn’t even matter. Y ou agreed to do me the favor, so | expect you to hold to
thet.”



“| agreed before | understood wheat the favor was” she stated, showing nothing of the fluster she
once would have. “Now that | have dl the detalls, I'm afrad | mugt decline. | happen to like being
courted, snce | don't intend to spend the rest of my life aone. If you don't like what you're see-ing, my
suggestion would be to stop looking.”

And with that she gathered her things together and got up, waking away from him in the same way
Meerk had done. Vdlant rose to hisful height and stared after her, fighting the urge to chase after and
stop her. There were so many things he wanted to tdl her, but he knew she wasn't ready to hear them.
He knew that, athough he certainly wished he didn't ...

Forty-Two

| bardy noticed the rest of that day’s ride, and didn't deep very wdl the falowing night. Oh, | was
catanly tired enough from al the unaccustomed exertions of the trip, and the destruction and desolation
we rode through was enough to make anyone want to hide in deep. But even though Lorand and the
other Earth magic people managed to find a corner of land with trees and grass, that didn't help my frame
of mind. | spent the night trying to decide whether | fdt more hurt or more angry, and even now, after
we' d started to move again, | ill hadn’t decided.

The day was coal but trying to be pretty, which certainly didn't match the torn-up landscape dl
around. It was dmog as though whoever had done the damage had ruined the land deliberatdly, making
it uninhabitable for the people who used to live there. That was a horrible thing to do, destroy-ing a place
S0 that it was no longer able to support the people who used to live there, but it sounded so typicd of the
nobility. They could afford to wait until the land re-turned to itsdf, and it wouldn't have bothered them a
bit that the people who had depended on it to survive couldn’t wait.

“Thisis redly awful, isn't it?" a voice said, and | turned my head to see that Alsn had ridden up
beside me. “I’ve read about things like this, the total destruction of land and the people on it, but | never
expected to see it with my own eyes. To tdl the truth, | wish | hadn’t.”

| nodded to show tha | understood what he meant, finding it difficult to speak after what we'd
passed alittle while earlier. The bodies of an entire family had been hung head down near the burned-out
remnant of their house, dangled from posts like gridy trophies or sick-minded boasting. They hadn’t been
hanged like the 9x farm families we'd found, but | had a terrible suspicion that | needed to have
confirmed or erased.

“Alan, please tdl me the truth,” | said, not quite looking a him. “I certainly didn't stare at those
bodies long, but even a glance made me believe—Please tdl me if they were dill dive when they were
hung up there.”

“l was hoping you' d missed thet,” he answered after asmdl hestation and a 9gh, sounding asiill as |
fdt. “Those of uswith Earth magic didn’t, of course, but we dl agreed not to say anything.”

“| started out wondering why their hands had been tied behind them,” | said, fighting not to become
physcdly ill. “Then | redized that you don't tie dead people, and cursed mysdf for being so
logica-minded. Did they do that just to show what great big marvelous victors they are?’

“They probably did it as awarning to whoever happened to see it,” he answered. “The implication is
that the same thing can happen to anyone who tries to oppose them, and it's cdled terror tactics. If
people are s0 afraid of you tha they run away before you reach them, it saves you a lat of trouble.
Tamrisza ... | thought you were going to ask about something else when you said you wanted the truth.
Do you mind if we talk about that instead?’

“| think we may find it easier to discuss conscienceless murder,” | responded, only glandng at him.
“At the mo-ment I’'m dill trying to decide whether to be furious or just plain angry.”

“Because he tried to tdl you what to do with your life” Alsn said with anod. “ | know how thet feds
because | fdt exactly the same, but that’s not the important thing involved here. What | need to know is
... Do you intend to obey him?’

“Obedience doesn't enter into the matter,” | said a bit more diffly than I'd intended, thanks to the
extreme annoy-ance filling me. “He asked me to do him a ‘favor,” but when | heard what it was |



refused. Does that answer your ques-tion?’

“To a cetan extent,” he agreed cautioudy. “I now know that you won't be tdling me to stop
courting you, but—is that because you redly don’'t want me to stop, or because you're in the mood to
Spite him?’

“Nather,” | sad a once, refudang to be cornered. “You're both trying to manipulate me into doing
things your way, but | refuse to let that happen. | told you in the beginning that | have no red interest in
you, but if you want to continue with the courting | dill have no objection. And as far as Dom Ro goes,
what | have to say to himis between me and him.”

“That's far enough,” he assented with another nod. “Just as it's only far to keep certain things
between him and me. If it comes down to it, can | count on your staying out of anything which might
develop? I'm not asking for your help, only your neutrdity.”

“I’'m going to say this once to each of you, and once only,” | stated, ddiberately turning my head to
look directly a him. “Since I’'m the only one who has the find say over my life, afight between the two of
you would not only be pointless but extremdy insulting. If it ever happens, I'll make both of you regret
thet insult.”

“I'm afraid I'm going to have to take my chances,” he replied, looking faintly apologetic but not in the
least un-certain. “It's something that happens between men at times, and not a thing eesly explained to a
woman. If Vdlant Ro and | end up facing each other, you'll only be a part of the reason for it. The best |
can do is say that | won't force the issue, but if it happens | dso won't amply walk away. Wel tak
agan later.”

He turned his horse and touched it with his heds then, returning to the back of our column. | stared
after him, hat-ing what I’d heard. Y es, we certainly would tak again later ....

We stopped at noon to have amed, but didn’t stay in the area long because there was no grazing for
the horses. Dur-ing the med | caught Vdlant saring at me, as though he' d witnessed the talk I d had with
Alsn. He couldn’t have known whét the topic of discusson was, but | had the def-inite feding he now
waited to find out if I’d done him that favor. | met the man's gaze, then deliberately looked away, hoping
to give him an answer to his question. If it didn't work, he'd find out for certain the next time Alan
brought me one of those dlly little gifts, like the three wildflowers he' d been producing ....

But there weren't any wildflowers in the countryside we rode through, nor much of anything else
ather. After about an hour of trying not to think, | had to admit that the pain wanted me to think about it.
Vdlat had said that he didn't want Alsin to court me, but when | gave him the chance to say that that
was because he meant to do some courting, he'd flaly refused to commit himsdf. No, he wasn't
inter-ested in me himsdf, he just didn’t want anyone ese to be interested. And I'd tried so hard ...

“Tamma, are you dl right?” Jowvi asked as she guided her horse over to wak besde mine “You've
been trying to keep yoursdlf under control, but I'm afraid it isn't work-ing.”

“I've decided to gtart a collection of falures” | told her, even more depressed over the fact that
she'd had to be dis-turbed. “I have so many of them, after dl, that it would be a shame to just throw
them out. But please don't worry about me. After this is dl over I'll probably never associate with
another man again, and the thought of that is very soothing right now.”

“l can't think of anything short of drugging that would soothe that roiling mess ingde you,” she said,
reaching over to touch my arm briefly and gently. “Would you like to tak about it? I'd offer to cdm you
down with my taent, but | don’'t think | can. The drength of your mind has been grow-ing a an
enormous rate, possibly because you never release the power. Maybe, if you like, I can try joining the
link-group ...”

“But your expresson says you think that would just be another falure to add to my collection,” |
finished for her. “1 appreciate your wanting to hdp, Jowvi, but | seem to have reached the point of
undergtanding that the only one who can hdp meis me. Try to block me out for a little while, and I'll see
what | can do to change the subject of my thoughts”

“l don't like to fed usdless, especialy when someone as close as you needs what | can do so eesly
for others” she complained, making a sour face. “I’ve been thinking about touching the power dl the
time mysdf, and—"



“What isit?’ | asked when her words broke off, and her face took on the expresson that said she
now heard some-thing with her talent. “What's going on? |s something wrong?’

“More unexpected, very much so,” she muttered in an-swer, dill ligening on the ingde. “Do you
remember when the Blending checked the distance to the nearest humean life this morning? It should be a
least another hdf day’s travd away from us, but suddenly I'm picking up something dl by mysdf on the
other sde of that ruined village just ahead. And not just a few minds, but dmost as many as we sensed
this morning.”

“Wel, | know we weren't mistaken this morning,” | said, feding the frown I’d developed. “So now
the question is, where did this group come from? And wha are they doing on the other sde of a
destroyed village?’

“l don't know, but we'd better tdl the others,” she said, tightening her grip on the reins and kicking
her horse. She took off immediatdy, of course, but it was another moment before | could do the same.
Jowi had years of experiencein a saddle, she'd told me, but usudly in a divided riding skirt rather than in
an ordinary dress. She found it dightly uncomfortable, but other than that wasn't bothered at dl. I, on the
other hand, had never ridden a horse in my life, and if my mount hadn’'t been very patient and amost
dow, | probably would have been a nervous wreck ...

Not that any of that redly distracted me from worrying about what might lie just ahead of us. My firgt
thought was that the guardsmen from Gan Garee had cirdled around, but that Smply wasn't possible.
We'd found that they'd gained judt a little on us when we'd checked this morning, but aside from that
they were right where they’d been dl dong. No, this had to be something else, but what?

By thetime | reached the others, Jowi had dready told them about what she'd sensed. Our column
hed stopped dead, of course, but Vdlant didn’t like that idea.

“Let’s move up to the edge of that blasted-out village” he said, pointing to the place that lay broken
and deserted not far ahead of us. “Those ruined houses and shops won't give us much in the way of
shdterin’, but they’ll be better than nothin’. Pass the word back, then get movin'.”

Those of our companions at the head of the column obeyed him immediatdy about moving, and
those behind us passed back the word before quickly following. Alsn was taking his turn leading one of
the strings of packhorses to-ward the rear, | knew, which meant we would reach the village before he'd
find it possble to join us. With Vdlant leading the way, | discovered that even extremedy unplessant
circumstances sometimes have their bright side.

The buildings at the edge of the village were completely destroyed, with nothing but debris left on the
ground to show where they’d been standing. A bit farther in there were walls ill ganding and one or
two smdl houses that seemed intact, but nothing retained a roof. They mugt have used thatch for roofing,
which meant that when it burned it must have collapsed inward, setting fire to whatever the amdl houses
hed in the way of furnishings. Not to mention any people who might have taken shelter ingde from the
a-tack ...

By the time we reached the third or fourth house in the village, I d pretty much decided not to go into
any of those buildings no matter what. Happily, though, | didn’t have to. The house we stopped near had
alarge corra behind it, as though it had been used for the temporary holding of horses and cattle herds.
That was where we put the horses, dill with ther saddles and bridles on, but untied. Grass had be-gun to
grow insde even though the village itsdf was cov-ered only in weeds, and the horses had earned a bit of
atreat.

The rest of us gathered a the Side of the house, which had three wadls 4ill sanding. Two of those
three walls stood between us and the people Jowvi had discovered so close to us, which would hopefully
hdp a bit if they came even closer. No one said much of anything as our five stood to-gether in the ring of
our link-groups, and once everyone was there and in place we quickly Blended.

The entity was aware of the sense of urgency filling its flesh forms, therefore it lost no time in seeking
out those who had come so close to them. There was a very large number of the beings, whose minds dl
seemed to be filled with turmoil. Fear dearly predominated, with anxiety a close second, and then the
entity noticed something odd. The beings were apparently in different relationships to one another, which
could be broken down into three groups.



Thefirg and largest group consisted of the most able tdents, Highs and strong Middles with, for the
mogt part, awxiety rather than fear filling them. The second largest group, perhaps a tenth in number
compared to the fird, were lesser tdents, Lows with a smattering of ordinary Middles. This group
projected much more fear, but not quite as much as the third and smdlest. That group numbered no more
then haf a dozen, were dl Low in taent, and most were terified. One of the haf dozen, the one who
seemed to be most in charge, was furious, his own fear buried deeply benesth his ranting and raving.

That one was the obvious choice for contralling, but just as the entity decided to touch him it found
itdf distracted. Another mind trace intruded itsdf into its awareness, of a pattern and srength which
seemed extremey familiar. The entity moved toward that being instead, and rather than take control of it,
it made contact.

—You seem to be the being my flesh forms know as Pagin Holter—the entity said after taking the
being's attention.—Are you aware of what this entity is?—

“You bet | am!” the beng replied with excitement and ddight. “You're Vdlant, an’ Tamrissa, a’
Lorand, an’ Rion, an’ Jowvi! And you gotta be close, somehow! But don’'t come too close. Most a these
here Highs is contralled by th' noble scum, an’ there's nothin’ they ¢'n do t'help us. C'n ya get me an’
My groupmates away 'thout you gettin’ hurt? Us Blendin' don’t do no good, ’cause there's too many of
"em who could be turned agin us”

—This entity would prefer to free those others as wdl as you and your groupmates—the entity
responded.—It would not be practica for your own entity to give assistance, for you seem to be under
aurvelllance by some of your asso-ciates. Allow this entity to see to the matter, for it appears to be
possible to turn matters completely about.—

The being nodded eager agreement, therefore the entity began the procedure one of its flesh forms
hed been consd-ering as a possible ploy. Foating to the nearest link-group of Highs, it touched dl of
thair minds together.

—I amin command,—the entity sent, using the word “1” out of necessity.—This fact may be proven
by the ample observation that this entity is the strongest and most able anong you. You are therefore
obligated to acknowledge this truth.—

“We acknowledge that truth,” one of the flesh forms in the link-group responded for dl of them, its
tone of voice completdy without inflection. “What would you have us do?’

—Thefird thing you must do is ignore any previous or-ders given you,—the entity told them—The
second isthat you must stand ready to protect the flesh forms of the being cdled Pagin Holter and those
he cdls groupmates. The third is that you must link and begin to draw power into your-selves, so that this
entity may share that power. The fourth is that you are not to dlow others to become aware of what you
areinthe midd of, and the fifth is that you are to accept indructions from no one but this entity. Should
this entity not command you again within the week, you will theresfter be free to command yoursalves. |Is
dl of that clear in your understanding?—

“It' sclear,” the baing acknowledged, now exchanging glances with the others in its link-group. “We
gtand ready to assst you in any way you consider necessary.”

The entity, pleased with the response of the link-group, moved on to the next closest groups. It
repeated what it had previoudy said, and shortly there were sx link-groups for it to draw power from.
Thisthe entity did, conserving its own strength for an emergency, and little by little al the members of the
largest group were taken from the control of the smdlest. When the chore was done, the entity re-turned
to the being cdled Pagin Holter.

—All those about you are now prepared to protect you,—the entity informed the being—Those of
lesser tdent, how-ever, have not been so commanded, therefore are you to be dert agang them. The
flesh forms of this entity are not far from your present postion, therefore they and their com-panions will
soon join you. Be prepared for their arrival—

“I'mlookin’ forward to it,” the being replied with a chuckle, most of the anxiety gone from it. “Whut
| most wanna see is thet there generd tryin't’ give’em orders. But they better shake aleg. We an't got a
whole lotta time”

That last remark was perplexing to the entity, but questioning could wait for another time It



withdrew back to where its flesh forms waited, and then we were individuas again. Tired individuas, but
not astired as dl that work should have made us.

“Rion, that was your idea!” Jowi exclamed with the same ddight | fdt mysdf. “The one about
borrowing strength before we had to, | mean. It was absolutely brilliant, and is probably the only reason
we aren't dretched out on the ground in exhaudion right now. How many link-groups did we take
over?’

“Hfty at the very least,” Lorand offered as he stretched. “Since the entity didn’t bother counting, we
won't know for certain until we get there. Are we going right away?’

“Going where?” Algan asked judt as Vadlant was about to answer. “Who did you find over there, and
what did you do about it?’

“We found a section of our victorious amy,” Valant replied, spesking to everyone rather then just to
Alsn. “For some reason they didn't look very victorious, and we were warned againg draggin’ our feet
in joinin' them. What took so long was that we turned ther Highs and strong Middles into our
supporters, so only the nobles leadin’ the section and their pet roaches are left as they were. Anybody
inter-ested ingoin’ draight over there and tdlin’ them how much we appreciate what they tried to do to
our lives?’

A roar of agreement from our companions answered that question without any doubt, drowning out
anything Aldn might have said. He hedtated a moment before joining the rest of us in going for our
horses, but it was perfectly clear that the maiter wasn't over and done with. Vdlant had taken dl control
right out of his hands, and it wasn't necessary to have Spirit magic to know that he was not prepared to
let the matter pass.

if I could have, | think | might have ridden off aone in ancther direction entirdly. At the moment that
was impos-sible, but as | mounted and turned my horse in the direction where Pagin Holter and the
others waited for us, | decided to look for atime when it would not be impossble at dl ...

Forty-Three

It didn’t take long to reach the place on the far Sde of the village where Pagin Holter and the others
waited, and Jowi made sure to be right up front with those who rode into the makeshift camp firs. The
amdl group of nobles—who were dressed up in uniforms to show how high their rank was—were in the
midst of giving some sort of indructions to their cadre of guardsmen-equivaents, and when they saw the
newcomers, the one wearing commandant tabs on his collar exploded.

“Who in the name of chaos are those peasants?” the man demanded, interrupting his
second-in-command's speech to the others. “Never mind, | don’'t care who they are. Have the
link-groups destroy them, but not the horses. We can use whatever supplies they have, and the horses
themsdalves will do for remounts for us”

“Link-groups, atention!” one member of the cadre with smaler collar tabs bellowed in a voice that
carried easly. “Dedtroy the intruders, but not their mounts. That's an or-der!”

Then the commandant and his friends and followers stood there waiting to be obeyed, smirks of
pleased expectation on their faces. It took a moment or two before they redized that the order which had
been given wasn't being obeyed, and by then Valant had reined up in front of them.

“Don’'t waste your breath or our time repeatin’ that or-der,” he drawled as he looked down at the
group. “You don't have a bunch of daves to do your dirty work for you anymore, but don't let that keep
you from tryin' us your-saves. Go ahead, try us”

A number of the nobles induding the commandant seemed to reach out to the power, then they
gasped and went pae dong with those of the cadre who aso had dearly decided to flex their ability.

“You redly are a pretty taentless bunch, aren’'t you?” Tamma said then with a laugh. “I don’t know
about the other aspects, but as far as Fire magic is concerned none of you could light a stove with a
metch.”

“Or handle more than three grains of dirt,” Lorand put in after her with a nod of agreement. “With
that in mind, why don’t those of you with knives and cudgels and things stack them over there, out of



easy reach of your group, and then go back and st down where you're now standing. We'll get to you
after we say hdllo to some old friends of ours.”

Jowi knew that Lorand meant to search for his friend Hat, dthough the entity would certainly have
found the man if he had been there. But Lorand needed to search, so Jowi smply exchanged a glance
with Tamma, then dismounted to help convince their new prisoners not to make a fuss.

“You can't possibly expect to get away with thid” the commandant was sputtering out while his fury
raged. “You're agroup of peasant nothings, and this section of the army is minel

“Correction,” Vdlant sad as he, too, dismounted and moved forward to face the commandant.
“Nothin’ here is yours any longer, except the blame for what's been de-stroyed. And as far as ownin’
things goes, you and the rest of the leeches like you won't be doin’ that for much longer either. Now gt
down, or you won't like the way | make you do it.”

Thefoal of anoble had to look up at Vdlant, and that was one of the man's pet hatreds. Jowi knew
he detested people who were tdler than he, but that induded mog of the human race. He snarled
something obscene and actudly tried to backhand Vdlant as he would have done to one of his servants,
but Vdlant blocked the blow and took the man by the front of his once-fine uniform. A hard shake
rattled the nobl€' s teeth in his head, a shove threw him to the ground, and then bedlam of sorts erupted
when the former captive Highsdl laughed and cheered.

“That gpplaudin’ should tel you who's on which sde,” Vdlant said then to the rest of the officers and
their minions “This is the lagt time I'll be usn’” words. get rid of anythin' that might be considered a
weapon, then St down and do as you're told.”

The officers were furious and those of lower rank sullen, but everyone obeyed the order without
further argument. Potentid weapons were thrown down out of easy reach, and then they dl sat on the
ground around their thoroughly hu-miliated leader.

“All right, people, keep an eye on them, please,” Lorand said to therr own companions, Hill anxious
to get started with his search. “We re going to have a few words with the newest members of our group,
but if you need us, don't hesitate to cdl. And while you're watching those lowlifes, think about what we
can do with them.”

That made their own people chuckle and grin, especidly when they looked down at the captives.
Jowi checked the captives hersdf, to be certain that none of them intended immediate attack, but
goparently none of them did. Later on would be another story, of course, but for the moment it was
possible to givefull attention to the people they had actudly managed to rescue.

“... don't know where you come from, but we' re mighty glad you did,” Pagin Holter was saying
heppily to Rion as Jowi waked over to join them. “Thought | was dreamin’ when thet there entity a
yourn talked to me, but then, when it started workin’, 1 could fed it was red. Don't know how much
longer we coulda lasted here "thout this kinda hep.”

“Why not?’ Jowi asked as Rion waved away the man's thanks with a amile. “If you and your group
were free of the Puredan, and you should have been, why was there a problem? And why are you here
inthe firg place? Couldn’t you have done something to escape when you were in the stockade?’

“Weren't in no stockade,” Holter replied with a shake of his head. “Thet there noble Blendin' bested
usmodly fair, an’ ended knockin' us out. It felt like ared long time b'fore | woke up, an’” when | did we
wus with these here folk. Arinna, you tdl *em, ’cause you tak better'n me”

“You tdk just fine, Pagin, but I'll be glad to help out,” the woman Arinna said with a smile. She was
agmndl and pretty woman, a bit smdler even than Holter, but the livdly look in her eyes said she was
much bigger on the ingde, where it counts.

“I'm our group’s Fire magic user,” Arinna continued, dso amiling at Valant and Tamrissa, who had
now come over to join the conversation. “As Pagin said, we blacked out during the competition and
didn’t wake up again until we were with this group. They told us they’d given us Pure-dan and we were
bound to obey them the way everyone dse did, but we knew better. When we got together we laughed
over the secret we had, then we got ready to Blend and get ourselves away. That was when we
discovered that it couldn’t be done like that.”

“Because a fully Blended group doesn't do wel moving around,” Jowi said while everyone ese



made sounds of surprise and questioning. “That’ s fairly obvious, but you'll notice that some of our group
overlooked the point, too. You could have defended yoursdves as a Blending, but you couldn’t have left
the area; or you could have left the area, but couldn’t have defended yoursdves with the strength of a
Blending.”

“Exactly,” Arinna said with a wry expresson. “And on top of that, we had no idea where we were.
After a little while we discovered that we'd been sent directly to the front, because Lord Generd Grib
over there had run into resistance no one had been expecting. That was when we redlized that we werein
Adtinda, and that most of the de-struction we saw was our own empire’s doing. We pre-tended to go
aong with what they wanted, but none of us actudly added strength to the link-groups we were assigned
to.”

“Which someone would have noticed fairly quickly,” Tamma said, nodding her understanding. “Now
| see why Pagin was in such a hurry for usto get here”

“No, actudly, that wasn't the reason,” Arinna denied as she exchanged a disturbed glance with
Holter. “Our biggest problem stems from the fact that we're now in retreat. In point of fact we' ve been
running for hdf the day, trying to put as much distance between us and our former position as possible.
People from other sections came dreaming into our camp, some of them wounded and some just
hystericd. The people of Adtinda have been resisting this inveson dl dong, but now they’ve apparently
managed to put together an amy which ours can't sand againgt. We don't know just how close tha
amy is or what its composgtion is, but old Gribby over there has been furious over the need to run
avay.”

“An’ his bulliesve been takin' it out on us” Holter added with a growl. “They're red big men,
knowin' nobody ¢'n do nothin’ to ’em no maiter whut they do. But I'd like t'see "em try it again now.”

“If mogt of them don't live very long, don’t wonder why,” Arinna said with a tightness to the words.
“The amy cdls the men below the officers prods, meaning their job is to ‘prod’ the ssgments and
link-groups into doing what the officers want done. Our people had to obey their orders, you see, but
none of them were happy about it. The prods would beat them—us—to make us work harder and
fagter, and at night the women among us were shared around by the of-ficers as wel. My groupmates
Blended to keep me and Raddia safe, but the same couldn’t be done for the others ...”

Her words ended on a note of inner turmoil, and Jowvi reached out automaticaly to soothe the
womean as best she could. All these people had had aredly terrible time, but at least it was over now.

“It might be a good idea for the Blendin’ to have a look around before we get to questionin’ those
officers” Vdlant sad as he fought an inner disturbance of his own. “We need to know what they're
runnin’ from, but even more we need to know how close that somethin’ is. If we have the time, we might
want to stay here for a bit. Thereé sgrazin’ for the horses, and we ought to talk about what we' re dl goin’
to do next.”

Everyone agreed with that, of course, which produced one reaction that was less than postive. Jowvi
turned her head in surprise over the flash of heavy anger she fdt, and was even more surprised that it
came from Alsn Meerk. He now looked at Vdlant with a glare of thick resentment, which gave Jowi a
farly good idea about what the problem was. Alsn was supposed to be in charge of ther drategy and
tactics, but Valant hadn't even consulted him before making his suggestion. And Jowi was farly certain
that the omis-son had been ddiberate on Vdlant’s part. What in the world was going on between those
two?

The next indant Jowi shook her head a hersdf, annoyed at having asked so foolish a question.
Tamma was what was wrong between Vdlant and Alsn, that and the fact that they were both naturd
leaders. They’d worked together wdl enough until now, but whatever had gotten Tamma so upset mugt
be a the root of this new hodtility. Jowi decided that she'd have to speak to Lorand and Rion. Possibly
the three of them working together could find a solution to the dif-ficulty ...

But that would have to wait until later. A disappointed Lorand was walking back toward them, so in
another mo-ment they would be able to Blend. Jowvi looked around while she waited, trying to decide
whether to hope they could gtay there for a while, or hope that they couldn’t. There was a ... heavy,
invigble cloud hovering over that entire area, a cloud composed of agony and terror, desol&tlon and



despair. And Jowi wasn't the only one who fdt it, she knew. Everyone seemed unhappy there, or at the
vay least uncomfortable.

And then Lorand joined them, so Jowi was able to ini-tiate the Blending. The entity formed as
quickly as usud, looked about at the flesh forms it had visted earlier, then began to change its focus to
find the enemy they had spoken about. It began to, then something else, in the opposite di-rection, took
its attention. Those enemy flesh forms who had been following ...

Intent became action, and the entity floated quickly in the direction its own flesh forms had come
from. That morning it had found the enemy a shade closer than they’d been until now, but not close
enough to cause worry. This time, how-ever, no more than hours later, the distance between them had
closed dragticdly. It would be only a short while before that particular group of enemies reached them, a
disurbing revelaion even for the entity.

It flashed back to where its flesh forms waited, then took a quick look in the direction it was to have
investigated. Although alarge number of beings could be detected in that direction, they were in no wise
as close as thefirdg group. That, then, would have to be made the fird priority ...

“Those miserable sons of chaos” Valant growled as soon as Jowi dissolved the Blending. “They
mud have re-alized we were checkin' on them only in the mornin’ and a night, so they waited until after
our mornin’ check and then galloped flat out in an effort to catch up before we noticed. And since we've
been takin' our time, they can’t be more than a couple of hours away.”

“This must be what dl those remounts were for,” Lorand put in, sounding just as angry. “They
disguised the two extra horses each guardsman led as pack animds, but they’re redly remounts. They
ran the firg set of horses into the ground, and now they're on the second. When these are done, and
they’re dmog to that point now, they’ Il mount the third and just keep coming.”

“But now we have the means to defeat them,” Rion pointed out, gesturing to the people they’d freed.
“If our new friends are willing to cooperate, we should have no trouble overcoming those louts”

“Are we to undergtand that the guardsman detachment is dmost on top of us?’ Alsn interrupted to
ask, looking around at everyone but Valant. “I thought you people were kegping an eye on them.”

“They obvioudy have a better drategist than we do, so the eye did no good,” Valant replied, dmost
inpassing. “But that’ s beside the point. Right now we have to find out how many of these new people are
willin' to fight on our Sde. We can compel them of course, but | don’t believe we should.”

“No, of course not,” Jowi began, but AlSn'sincreased anger forced him to interrupt.

“What do you mean, ask these others?” he demanded. “If you can compel them to fight, that’s what
you have to do. We don't have the chance of a water drop on a hot skillet without them, and for some
reason I’'m not in the mood to die. Tel me how close that detachment is, and I'll Start to make immediate
deployment plans”

“Algn, cdm down,” Lorand said, overriding the angry response Valant would have made. “None of
us wants to die, but forcing people into fighting for and with us is wrong. We dl know you beieve the
same, and probably more strongly than we do, but right now you're upset. Take a couple of minutes to
pull yoursdlf together, then welll talk about this again.”

Jowi fdt Alsn's urge to sngp out a refusd and disavowa of what Lorand had said, but snce she
aready touched the man with her talent, that didn’t matter. He camed at once, of course, having no idea
that he'd been soothed by her, but the intruson had been necessary. If there was a worse time to fight
among themsdves, it could only be when the enemy was actudly in Sght.

“Let’'s dart asking around,” Tamma suggested when Al-sn camly turned away to St down done a
short distance off. Jowi knew that the others dl redized what she'd done, and only Valant was fantly
disappointed. All the others were more relieved, and they redly did have very little time.

They went in separate directions and spread the word, and it took a while but the wait and effort
were worth it. Some of the link-groups weren't happy about it, but dl of them agreed to fight againgt the
coming guardsmen. Ther hatred and resentment of empire authority was intense, representing as it did
the ingrument by which their lives had been ruined. In contrast to the bold wine red and white uniforms
worn by the officers and prods, the “ssgments’ were dressed in dothing that was little more than rags.
Most of them were aso gaunt from not having been fed very well, and some of them were even in pain



from the “discipling’ given by the prods. But dl of them were willing to give the five and their companions
dl the hdp they needed.

“I'mglad | asked Lidris to make a big med from the army supplies before we began to talk to those
people,” Lorand said to Jowi after they’d finished spesking to their new dlies. “They need a solid med
desperately, and now it's just about ready. And our Earth magic people have vol-unteered to do some
heding for those who need it. By the time dl that is done those guardsmen will be here, but then our
forceswill be in better shape to face them.”

“In better shape physcaly,” Jowi corrected with a Sgh. “Their minds are terribly hurt, Lorand, and
I'm not sure they’ll ever be able to get over this horrible experience. But they are ready to fight with us,
and at the moment that’s what counts. Later we'll have to try to help them forget, but for now ...”

“For now we none of us have achoice” Lorand agreed as he touched her face gently and with love,
“But | meant to ask you: what's going on between Vdlant and Alsn? If you and | hadn’t interfered, |
think they would have been at each other’ s throats.”

“They seem to have two disagreements,” Jowvi re-sponded, glancing around to see tha the former
captives were dready lining up for their med. “One is Tamma and the other is leadership, and we're
going to have to keep them apart until we have the time to St them both down for a talking-to. Well dso
have to tdl Rion about what’s hgp-pening, since I’'m certain well end up needing his help.”

Lorand nodded, then he led Jowi over to join the very long lines of those waiting for food. They'd
dready had ther lunch, but with fighting so close on the horizon for them, another med would do more
good than harm.

No one took their time egting, which turned out to be a very good thing. Jowi and Lorand were able
to speak to Rion and Naran and to finish ther own med, and then the link-group acting as sentries
derted them. The guardamen were only a few minutes away, and they seemed to have dready linked up.
And it dso seemed that they had no in-tention of stopping and dismounting. Their undacking rate of
speed suggested they meant to gdlop into and through the camp, trampling anything and everything
unfortunate enough to be in ther path.

“So what do we do?’ Tamma asked after hurrying over to where Jowi and Lorand and Rion and
Naran now stood. “If we Blend, our bodies could be trampled. If we don’t, our forces will have to do
without our entity’s strength. There has to be another choicel”

Jowi shared the frudration filling Tamma and the others, but an answer to the question refused to
come—until Naran spoke hesitantly.

“Excuse me, but | have a dlly question,” she ventured. “If I'm bothering you when | shouldn't |
gpologize, but | was just wondering ...”

“Wondering what, love?’ Rion asked gently when her voice trailed off. “As you're certainly one of
us, no intruson can be possible. Tdl us what has occurred to you.”

“All right, if you're sure,” Naran agreed, bolstered not only by Rion but by the nods of everyone ese.
“l just won-dered why you needed other people to protect your bodies while you were Blended.
Couldn’'t your—entity—dtation it-sdlf in front of you, and use its srength from there? But you're dways
taking about how it goes places, so maybe that ian't possible.”

Jowi exchanged slent stares with her groupmeates, feding just as stupid as they now did. Of course
their bodies could be trampled if they Blended, but not with ther entity stand-ing—or floating—ight in
front of them. Ther protective link-groups might be run down jug as easlly, but if anything got past ther
Blending entity, the fight would be completely lost anyway.

“Naran, the next time we forget to consult you about a problem we have, please do us the favor of
kicking us hard,” Tamma said after a moment. “We ve gotten so used to sending our entity places, we
forgot that we don’t have to. We certainly can stand it in front of us, Since that’s what we did only a short
while ago, o that’s what well do again now.”

Naran was extremey pleased by Tamma's comment, but not nearly as pleased as Jowi and the
others to have ther dilemma solved. They dso took a moment to speak to Pagin Holter and his group,
who were eager to get more experi-ence with ther own Blending entity. The two Blendings would be
dationed on ether Sde of the rest of the fighting group, hopefully doing their best to save their peoples



lives

And they had just enough time to set themsdves before the riders came sorming through the camp.
Everyone was ready and properly linked, not to mention expecting the ter-ror tactics the guardsmen had
hoped to rout them with. The dement of surprise was turned in the other direction, espe-cidly when
shdlow trenches opened in the earth in front of the leading line of horsemen. The horses sumbled and
many of the riders were pitched off, and then the following riders blasted into them before it was possible
to dow or stop. Link-group battles were adready taking place, and the mur-dered landscape dl around
echoed to arenewa of what had killed it in the first place.

The entity hovered in front of its flesh forms, fully de-termined to keep dl harm from them. Some of
the enemy jumped their horses over the tangle of men and beasts and continued to come on at top speed,
but little good it did them. The men disappeared in a flare of intense brightness, and the now riderless
horses were eadly turned aside. After the initid attack, mogt of the enemy concentrated its efforts in the
entity’s direction, but again to no aval. The entity’s dlies struck hard again and again, and soon there
were very few left of the two hundred men who had attacked.

Then there were none |eft, none but the trembling officers who were their captives, some of whom
hed tried to attack at the same time as the guardsmen. That particular treachery had been expected, and
those who tried found that they weren't killed out of hand as the guardsmen were. They were struck
unconscious ingtead, so that therr punishment could be decided on and meted out at leisure by those
they’ d wronged. Degth would be too merciful, their former captives had decided, and the entity’s flesh
forms would make no effort to disagree.

With dl enemiesin 9ght ether down or gone, the entity made a quick check to seeif any of them had
refrained from joining the attack in order to fal upon them later, when they considered the baitle over and
won. But that hadn’t been done, which meant the danger was completely over. The entity sent a gredting
to its brother Igter entity on the op-posite Sde of camp, received an answering greeting, and then Jowvi
hed dissolved the Blending.

Some of tharr own people had been hurt a bit during the fight, people who had started out too badly
garved or beaten to begin with. Jowvi took a link-group of Spirit magic users to hep Lorand and his own
link-group of Earth magic users, and they began to soothe and hed their wounded. Happily there weren't
that many of them, and they had just finished up when arider came gdloping into camp from the opposite
direction from which the guardsmen had attacked.

The man wore a uniform with smdl collar tabs and looked as sweaty and foam-covered as his horse,
and he didn’t seem to notice the remains of the battle so recently over. That no link-group had stopped
him meant they knew—or suspected—how terrified the man was, and red-ized they dl needed to know
what had frightened him. As he pulled his horse to a dirt-scattering stop near the former officers and
leaders of the section and hdf fdl to the ground, Jowi and the others moved closer to hear what he
would say.

“Lord Generd ... forgive mefor ... taking so long,” the man panted out, trying to speak and gasp for
breath at the same time. “You mugt ... gather your forces and ... leave here a once, or ... the section will
aurdy ... be overrun. All the rest of ... our army in ... ther path has been ... destroyed. They’re so strong
... and there are <0 ... many of them ...”

“How many?’ Vdlant asked, and the newcomer’s head snapped around to stare a him. “Don’'t talk
to the leech, man, tak to me. The leech won't be runnin’ this section again, not in this lifetime. Tdl me
who's comin’, how many there are of them, and about how strong you think they are.”

“The ... the ones coming are the amy Agtinda put to-gether to resst us” the man replied hdtingly,
uncertain about speaking to a sranger but needing to get his warning delivered. “I've never fdt such
srength or seen such utter destruction, and they’re coming so fast ... | saw one section try to surrender,
but they didn’t even answer. They just de-stroyed them, and continued to come on ...”

“You dill haven't given us the most important answers, boy,” Alan growled as he stepped forward.
“How many of them are there, and how soon do you expect them to be here?’

“I'm not aboy!” the young man flared, then he shook his head once, dismissngly. “As if that matters.
There are ten times the number of them than you, and they’re no more than a day’s march away. One of



their day’s march, which seems to cover more ground than our own. | think they’'re headed for the
border, and | don’t think they mean to stop when they reach it.”

At that point there wasn't a sound to be heard anywhere, not in the midgt of al the shock that Jowvi
could fed in everyone's mind. Having the empire invaded in retdiation for the invading the empire's
forces had done could be con-sidered only fair, but it wouldn't be the nobles who paid for their evil. It
would be dl the innocent people between here and Gan Garee ...

Forty-Four

“Thet can't possibly be true!” Kambil snapped at the fool stlanding like a block of stone in front of
him. “Everyone dead in the stockade in Quellin, and word from the second command of guardsmen too
long overdue? Someone must have made a mistake, and | demand that you go back and find out who
that id We're being given afdse picture here, and how are we supposed to make proper decisions with
fdse information?’

“Excdlency, thereé s no mistake,” the fool repeated dog-gedly, just as he' d been doing for the lagt ten
or fifteen minutes. “ Do you imagine that | would have brought word like this to you without making very
aure it was accurate? Three men sarving in the Qudlin stockade survived because they were on leave and
not close enough to be cdled back, and one of them had experience with the birds. He reported that
everyone but the commandant and one private—the pri-vate having been in a cdl after beng ...
questioned about something—were dead, and the commandant’s mind was gone. The private indsted
that he was unconscious during whatever happened, and so knows nothing about it. We're told that
that's very probable.”

“Have him brought here anyway,” Kambil ordered in what was dmost a snarl. “When | get finished
with him, well know for certain whether or not he's tdling the truth. What about the second guard
command?’

“Sx of the dozen birds they had Ieft have returned here, but they carried no message,” the man, Lord
Fdas Grohl, sad with a Sgh. “We're forced to believe that they were released accidentdly, so for a
whileit was possible that no message was sent because the command intended to save what birds it had
left. Now that’s no longer a possibility, not when three reporting times have passed with no word. If we
haven't heard from them, it's because they aren’t ble to report.”

“Could it be something dse in that part of the country which might have ... sidetracked or delayed
them?’ Kam-bil asked, dmogt desperate for any sort of reassurance. “We were told that the amy is
operating not far from therein Astinda, so maybe they became involved ...”

“Excdlency, | truly wish it were possble” Lord Faas sad sdlidly, refusng to offer even the lesst
crumb of hope. “The reports from our amy are a least as darming, scream-ing for more segments rather
then supplying details of ther operations. That's when they communicate a al, which they aren’t doing
nearly as often as they’re supposed to. Some-thing is very wrong over there, and I’'ve been asked to ...
request the ad of the Five.”

“Request our ad?’ Kambil echoed, finding it hard to believe his ears. “ Are you asking us to volunteer
as seg-ments, or jud to take a pleasure trip over there to rescue an ARMY! Are you people out of your
minds or just a bit retarded?’

“Excdlency, this could very wdl be the crigs your Five is meant to overcome,” Lord Faas sad,
obvioudy as thick in the head as in the body, for pressng the point. “Higtor-icdly, each new Five is
caled on to face the chdlenge of criss, and more than afew people are dready saying that yours has
come. Even the common folk know there€'s some kind of trouble in the west, and they’re also expecting
the Fve to respond.”

“Are you suggedting that we' re answerable to the city’'s rabble?” Kambil asked, stopping the pacing
he' d been do-ing to stare directly a the man. “Or even to you and your friends? We are the Seated Five,

and what we do and when we do it isour decison! Isthat clear enough so that even you can understand
it?’

“Excdlency, I'm a very unimportant man,” Lord Faas said, something odd dirring in his stolid gaze.



“I’ve often had to pretend otherwise, but in my heart 1 know the truth. You and the rest of the Five,
however, are not unimportant. You are vitd to the safety and prosperity of the empire. When the criss
comes the Seated Five mugt respond, oth-erwise dl of us are lost. We dl rdy on your courage and
ability and judgment, and we know you won't fal us. There' s nothing dse | can say.”

Kambil parted his lips to retort with something sarcastic, but a the last indant redized that the man
was spesking the absolute truth as he saw it. Here was someone who believed everything he'd ever been
told about the Five and what they were and weren't supposed to do, and he'd actudly made no
demands. He'd dl but begged for the help of the Five with what he serioudy considered a criss, and
because so many people thought the way he did, the man had to be handled carefully.

“Wha you've dready said has made a very great im-presson on us, Lord Faas,” Kambil replied, his
tone now as solemn and cam as it should have been dl dong. “My Blendingmates and | will do some
invegtigeting of our own, and then well discuss the matter among ourselves. If this is our criss, well
catanly handle it as promptly and thor-oughly as we're expected to. You're excused now, but don't
forget to have that private brought here to the paace.”

Fdas bowed low to acknowledge the command, then backed out of the room dill somewhat bowed
over. Every-one waited until the door had closed behind the man, then Bron made a sound of scorn that
his expresson echoed.

“Wha afool!” Bron sad with ridicule thick in his voice. “Tdking to us about crises and fary taes
like that! Doesn’t he know that the last three or four Seated Blendings couldn’t possibly have handled
any sort of crigs, not when they weren't even Highs? The whole thing was a mockery to foal the
commoners, but it seems to have caught a few members of the nobility as well.”

“Mockery or not, you're forgetting something,” Kambil said, tumning to look at him and Sdendi and
Homin. “Our predecessors may not have had our strength, but what they did have was the hdp of a
group of Advisors who knew what was going on in the empire, people who were in con-trol of most of
it. We don't have that sort of help, and it may turn out to be more crippling than a lack of aspect
drength.”

“Can they possibly be serious about this being a criss?” Sdendi asked with no dgn of Bron's
skepticism. “I remem-ber that my tutor talked about the crises faced by the various Fives, and there are
actud records of the times. Lots of other people witnessed them, so they couldn’'t have been nathing but
complete trickery.”

“And if they aren’t, then we have a serious problem,” Homin put in, his expresson fantly worried.
“That blasted five seems to have headed straight for whatever trouble is brewing in the west, and | would
not put it past them to add to it in some way. Or to be responsible for a good ded of it. But | ill can't
undergtland how they could possibly have accounted for two hundred guardsmen.”

“Or an entire garrison in the Quellin stockade,” Bron added, less mocking but Hill unconvinced.
“Weren't there more than three hundred men there? It's Imply and patently impossible”

“It's not impossble if you remember that the segments being held there were dead as well,” Kambil
countered. “Chances are good that they're the ones who accounted for the garrison, working in
link-groups. There weren't enough of them to get away unscathed themsdves, but they were dl Highs or
grong Middles. I'd say they took down most of the garrison before they were taken down themsdlves,
and probably finished it with their dying breaths.”

“But it had to be our fugitives who freed them to do it,” Sdendi said with something of a headshake.
“They proba-bly wanted to recruit those segments, but had to leave with-out them when they died. And
yet they were able to account for those two hundred guardsmen, and probably with only a handful of
Highs from the convoy to hep. How did they do it?

“I'm more concerned with what they intend to do now,” Kambil retorted, a hand in his har as he
tried to think coolly and logicdly. “Wherever they are they’ll want to make trouble for us, of course, and
udng the idea of a crigswill come to them eventudly if it has't aready. That means we can't givein to
any pressure to travel west, no matter who inggson it.”

“I think well have to start some counterstories to the effect that the fugitives are trying to trap us,”
Homin said thoughtfully. “If we dam that they want to lure us away to the west in order to overwhem us



with help that they couldn’t bring to the competitions, the pressure should ease off quite a lot. Wel tdl
everyone that we refuse to let them sted what they couldn’t win honestly when they faced us”

“That'sredly good,” Bron said with agrin and a nod of approval for Homin. “People cdl you sullen
and un-cooperative when you smply refuse to do what they want you to, but if you camly give them a
reason for the refusd that they can’t argue, they cdl you logicdly cautious”

“But we dill have to do something about those five peo-ple,” Sdendi said, no more stisfied than
Kambil himsdf. “They seem to have found a way to get around the orders given under Puredan, and
they’ve learned how to defeat large numbers of opponents. If we don't go to them, they'll probably end
up coming back to us”

“Now that's something we've discussed before” Kambil sad in gum agreement. “If they think
they’ re supported wel enough, they’ll come back here sooner rather than later. We have to—"

His comments were interrupted by a knock on the door of the smdl audience room they were using,
then one of the servants camein.

“Excdlencies, Lord Rimen Howser begs an audience” the man told them very formdly. “He has no
gppointment, but says the matter is extremdy urgent.”

“Oh, send him in,” Kambil agreed crosdy. He cartainly was in no mood to hear about things that
others considered urgent, but Howser had volunteered to help with the matter of the fugitives There
was't much he could have done here in Gan Garee, but consdering the information he'd brought the
firdtime...

The servant bowed and stepped aside, and Howser came through the doorway without delay. But he
was tralled by a raggedy, scruffy-looking specimen, and as soon as the ser-vant closed the door agan
the man bowed and explained what he was about.

“Excdlencies, my investigations may have borne some potentidly interesting fruit,” he began at once.
“l had the idea to look into the doings of the fugitives while they were herein Gan Garee, hoping to find a
due as to where they went. Instead | found that one of them, the Earth magic user, attended the last
chdlenge for Seated High in Earth magic. At first | considered that a matter of Smple curiogty on the part
of the animd, but my people questioned everyone who was there a the time, and learned that the fugitive
spoke to one of the chdlengers. The way they spoke, the informant concluded that the two were
friends”

“Lord Rimen, what point are you trying to make?’ Kam-bil asked, fighting to control impatience.
“Losing chdleng-ersin the various ceremonies are sent to augment the segments in our army, something
you should know well enough yourself. At this point the man could be anywhere.”

“Excuse me, Excdlency, but that particular anima hap-pens to be right here” Howser replied with
cool amusement and a gesture toward the scruffy specimen. “One of our peers was a the chdlenge for
ample amusement, but de-cided on the spur of the moment to dam this animd. Lord Nombin needed
someone with strength to maintain his gar-dens and lawns, and so he had the animd tamed and put to
work. I'm told thet it's rather lazy, but Lord Nombin's over-seers take care of that swiftly and sternly.”

“Yes, | expect they do,” Kambil murmured, now staring at the peasant who stood so uncomfortably
and unhappily behind Howser. “And do you require alot of correction, peasant?’

“They best me because they're afraid to face me with taent,” the peasant replied sullenly, trying not
to show how impressed he was with his surroundings. “I'm better than dl the rest and they know it.”

“But you can't be better than that friend of yours” Kam-bil said, digging for the reason behind an
odd, disconnected resentment that the man nursed in his private thoughts. “If you were, you would have
been made a part of a Blending of your own, just as he was. So between you, he' s the better man.”

“He s not better inany way at dl!” the peasant actudly had the nerve to shout, showing that that was
the basis of the resentment. “If I'd been in his place | would never have left him to be made into a dave!
But dl he did for me was do me favors , pretending he cared about our friendship! All he redly cared
about was playing big man, letting people think of him as a High, but me as nathing but a sinking Middle!
He could have made things right for me but he couldn’t be bothered, and I'll get even for that if it takes
me forever!”

“You may have your opportunity sooner than you ex-pect,” Kambil said, not in the least disturbed by



the peas-ant’ s outburdt. In point of fact Kambil had been able to tdl that the man saw things with the bias
of disgppointment and disliuson, and the Earth magic user most probably had been trying to be a good
friend to this sorry example of peasanthood. That could come in handy if the five fugitives did return to
thedty ....

“Lord Rimen, you will certainly be rewarded handsomely for this piece of work,” Kambil continued.
“You may re-turn the man to Lord Nombin for now, but make certain that Lord Nombin knows how
much we vaue the peasant. He can work the man as he sees fit, but nothing of a perma-nently damaging
nature is to be done to him. Also tdl him to be prepared to turn the peasant over to us on very short
notice, but not to worry about compensation. WEl see to it that he's repaid for the loss. And while
you're & it, seeif you can't find something of the same sort to link to the others”

“Excelency, | sl certainly do my best,” Howser re-plied with a courtly bow and a gamile of very
deep satisfac-tion curving hislips. “If | learn more, I'll be in touch at once.”

Howser bowed his way out, but not before ordering the peasant down on his hands and knees to
crawl out of the august presences. The man's hatred of commoners was amusing in some ways, and
merdy useful in others.

“So we now have a hostage to use againg one of the fugitives” Homin commented. “ Consdering the
way they shared the information we gave them with their felow com-moners, the hostage should actudly
be usgful againgt them. How many more do you think he/ll come up with?’

“If he can’t find any more, he'll probably manufacture one or two,” Bron said dryly. “Howser’s ars
of superiority have aways annoyed me, so | don't intend to let him get away with something like that.
And amply having hostages won't be enough when those five findly do come back here. What else can
we do?’

“There should be quite a lot, but well have to discuss it and make a lig,” Kambil said, deciding
agang gtting in his chair again. “We were supposed to have done this be-fore, but something aways
came up to delay it. W€l go to my wing to do the discussing, and have a med a the same time. | don’t
want us wasting any time in making these preparations, not when | have the distinct feding that we don’t
have much time. We have to make sure that when those people come back here, they don't survive
setting foot within city limits”

The others dl said something to assure him that they’d find a way to do that, dl of them, of course,
but Ddin. Their fifth wasn't looking terribly good, but he was certain to sur-vive long enough for Kambil
to find a replacement for him. As soon as they made ther preparations agang ther greatest threst, there
would be time to start interviewing po-tential Highsin Earth magic ...

Ddin, having been dismissed from joining the others in Kambil’s wing, returned to his own as he'd
been ordered to do. It became harder and harder for him to bear up under the oppresson and
humiliation of the Stuation which had been forced on him, but somehow he kept from going com-pletely
insane. Only the thought of escape and eventud ret-ribution had made it possible, but the longer it took,
the less possible the idea became ...

Walking into the amdl gtting room, the only room Delin was permitted to occupy in his wing, nearly
sent him into afit of suffocation. It had been a cozy room to begin with, and now, with the hard, narrow
cot which had been brought in for him to deep on, there was bardly enough room to turn around. But the
place was spotlessy clean, thanks to the efforts of the servants he wasn't even permitted to order about.

“Excdlency?’ avoice said, and Ddin turned around to see the servant he'd been hoping for, the one
he hadn’t been able to expresdy request. Gdla was an older woman, the kind of woman who usudly
found him extremdly attractive, and who had struck Delin as the sort who was concerned about others to
the point of softheadedness. At least she' d shown concern for him , and that could possibly be the key to
his freedom.

“Excdlency, are you dl right?” Gdla now asked, comring dowly and hestantly into the room.
“Forgive me for saying so, but you look worse than you did the last time | was on duty. May | get you
something, like something to eat? The cook would like to make you something marvelous, not what you
have been edting. Please, may | fetch it?”

It was't difficult for Delin to let tears come to his eyes as he dowly sat in the hard wooden chair



which had been supplied just for him. Hunger had become his congtant com-panion, and he often
dreamed of edting the way he'd dways done in the past. The tagtdess grud kept hm dive, but there was
avery great difference between living and exigting.

“By my word, you poor thing!” Gella exclamed, seeing the tears and quickly coming over to pat his
am. “ Some-thing is wrong without doubt, but you aren’t saying what it id Won't you tdl me about it so
thet | can hep?’

Ddin began to sob judt alittle, and as he did so he dowly shook his head. He needed the peasant to
understand his meaning without hearing the words, but chances were ex-cdlent that she just wasn't bright
enough.

“Youwon't tdl me what's wrong?’' she said, naturdly giving his actions the wrong interpretation. “I
don’'t under-stand why not, unless ... unlessyou can't tdl me, rather than won't. Can that be it, that you
aen't ale to tdl me?’

His nodding encouragement must have been pathetic, but that was exactly what Ddin wanted it to
be. Without some-one’s help, he would continue to be as much of a dave as tha peasant who'd been
brought by Howser. Gedla bright-ened at seeing his nod, and took one of his hands before kneding in
front of him.

“So you aren't able to tdl me what's wrong,” she re-peated, probably just to get it sraight in her
head. “That mugt mean you've been ordered by someone not to speak, which is a vile thing to do to
someone. |Is there any chance that they’ll change their minds and give you permission to speak after al?’

Once again Ddin shook his head dowly, then pointed to her. Thiswas the crucid part of his plan, the
part tha had to be understood completdly, otherwise he was doomed. She'd done surprisngly wel so
far, but thistime ...

“Pease don't cry even harder,” she begged, tears ap-pearing in her own eyes. “You're saying they
won't change their minds, and you want me to do something about it. Does that mean you want me to
tak to them, to try to get them to change ther minds? We're discussing the other Excdlen-cies, of
course, and you think they’ll lisgen to me?’

Ddin shook his head again but thistime dmaost vidlently, panic flegting across his mind. If this woman
let Kambil know he was trying to escape, he was completely done for. Only that one smdl corner of his
mind, the corner that wasn't being controlled by the drug and the orders, had let m do even as much as
he/d done. Kambil would find out about it and remove it, and then he would be lost for-ever ...

“No, no, of course they would never ligen to me” Gdla said quickly, dearly trying to soothe him.
“You know that even better than | do, so you mugt have meant something else. What can that something
ese posshbly be?’

The woman began to wrack her brain, which increased the acid currently consuming Ddin's entire
gomach. His fae lay in the hands of an overweight, middie-aged, graying commoner, and everyone
knew how stupid commoners were. How could he have ever expected that she would un-derstand what
was hecessary and free him? He must have been insane to think—

“l know, you want me to give you the order to speak!” Gela suddenly exclamed, sartling Ddin
nearly out of his shoes. “Isthat what you want? Isit redly likdy to work?’

Ddin nodded so hard that his head dmog fel off, but he refused to dlow rdief to touch him. Not
until he was back in possession of himsdf would rdief be appropriate. And then there would be other
emations even more appropriate then thet ...

“All right, then | order you to tak to me” Gedla said, sounding odd usng so commanding a tone. “I
want you to tdl me exactly what' s troubling you.”

“The others dl hate me, and thisistheir idea of a joke,” Ddin croaked, the first words he'd uttered in
too long atime. “I’ ve been given no choice but to obey them, and have even been humiliated to the point
of needing to obey everyone dse as wel. But if you were to order me to forget dl previous orders and
from now on obey only mysdf ... Would you do that for me? Even though it might get you in trouble?’

“You poor, dear man, of course | would,” she responded immediatdy, tightening her grip on the
hand she hdd. “Do-ing something like that to someone is crue, not a joke, and I’'m not worried about
getting into trouble. 1 now order you to forget dl the other orders you've been given, and from now on



take orders only from yoursdlf. There. Does that do it?’

“It does indeed, my very dear,” Ddin said, giving the woman his best amile “I intend to see you
rewarded beyond your wildest dreams, but not immediatdy, of course. It would never do if my
groupmates found out that I'd escaped from their crudty, so well have to pretend tha everything
remains the same. Or amog everything. Would you do me the very great favor of quietly bringing the
marvelous med you said the cook is ready to prepare? I'm pogtively fam-ished, and after I've eaten I'll
be able to give you something of your reward. But please remember: not a word to anyone about this.
Tdl the cook that you mean to try to talk meinto egting the med, but you don’'t expect to succeed.”

“I'll return as quickly as | can,” she promised, giving his hand a last squeeze before rdleasng it and
riang awk-wardly to her feet. “And snce | haven't redly done dl that much, don't worry about
rewarding me. Seeing you amileis reward enough.”

Thelook she gave him was ludicrous, trying asit was to be coquettish and sexud. So that was what
she wanted, to be considered for his bed so tha she might be kept in ap-propriately high style. He
nodded his thanks and hinted at agreement, but the woman redly was a fool. Once she'd brought him the
med he needed s0 desperately, he would send her back to the kitchen on one pretext or another and
then cause her to have afad heart attack. No one but him-salf could be trusted to keep this particular
secret, and that one medl, which he would daim she ate, would have to do him for awhile.

“Because, my very dear groupmates, you will not know that I’'m free again until | want you to know,”
he whispered doud after getting to his feet. “And when that time comes ...”

Yes, it would be absolutely marvelous ...



