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Chapter One

The snow and ice had degenerated to dush that wasn't re-freezing even after dark, but Timper still
didiked riding through it over the cobbles of the city. Oncoming spring had much more pleasant Sgnsin
the south, ones which didn't make the streets dippery and unsafe even for a sure-footed mount, and the
young courier wished he was back there. Despite the heavy woolen cloak over his clothing he was cold,
but the dratted cold wasn't bad enough to distract him from his problems, only bad enough to be an
additiona burden. His problems remained just as clear in hismind asthey had been.

A part of which was having to plod up and down the streets of the northern city of Fyerlin, trying to find
the one he was supposed to deliver his message to. The torches on the heavy stone buildings he passed
laughed a him for hisinitid naivetein believing that that would be the smplest part of hiscommission,
merely needing the time to reach the lady at her aunt's house. Since the skirmishing had aready resumed,
having no patience to await a proper spring and summer due to the presence of so many Sword
Companies, where el se would the daughter of a Duke be found but safely beside her aunt? The Countess
hersdf had a strong, competent House Guard, well-armed and able to repe attempted incursions during
that time of war and unrest, so where el'se would her niece be but-



With one of those Sword Companies.

Timper sighed, overwhelmingly relieved that he would not need to be the oneto tell that to the Duke.
After the death of the Duchess, the Duke had sent his eldest daughter to live with hissster-in-law, the
Countess I11i of Fyerlin, intending to see his child raised with al the necessary graces taught her, graces
the ladies of his own house seemed unable to impart to her. The child had been about eleven at thetime,
and the Countess was well known for her no-nonsense attitudes and iron determination. The
strong-willed child would be given no recourse save to obey her and learn the womanly virtues...

Thistime Timper shivered into his cloak, bewildered asto what might have gone wrong. Thelady, now a
woman, was not to be found stting demurely beside her aunt, afact which Timper was prepared to
swear pleased the Countess! When he had politely requested an audience with the lady, he had been
settled inachair, handed aglass of sherry, and then gently told that the lady wasn't there. If it wastruly
imperative that he see her, her whereabouts might be gotten from the Company clerk of the Silver
Gleaming, one of the Sword Companies camped and billeted in and around Fyerlin. How she had gotten
involved with one of the Blades of a Sword Company no one seemed prepared to discuss, but Timper
prayed hewasn't too late. It was hardly likely that her virginity was till intact, not if she had beeninthe
company of aBlade for longer than five minutes, but that was the Duke's concern and the concern of the
lady's future husband. His was that he be spared the necessity of having to bring her home dready
married-or, worse yet, unmarried but pregnant. The Duke's temper was unlikely to register the fact that
his courier was scarcely apt to be the oneresponsible...

The lady Sofdltis of the Duchy of Gensea, involved with a Blade of a Sword Company!

Trmper's shudder reached through to his mount, causing the patient, steady beast to raiseitshead in
momentary distraction. The gelding was hardly the sort of horse to grow skittish, for which Timper was
profoundly grateful. He was skittish enough for the two of them, especialy after being sent by the
Company clerk to the barracks, and from the barracks to ahousein the city itsaif. His demanding the
whereabouts of the lady Sofdtis had gotten him no more than grinning silence, and held actually had to
pay those oversized mercenaries for what he needed to know: where the lady was, and nothing more.
Thelesast they could have done was tell him which of the Blades she was involved with, of high rank or
low, so that he would have someideaof the amount of difficulty he would face when the man found he
wasto lose the lady's company. Possibly he should have hired his return escort before continuing his
search, but mercenaries were so unreasonably expensive, and he had no ideahow long it would take the
lady to have her gowns and possessions packed.

Timper sighed again as he automatically counted streets, then guided his horse right into one whose name
post was conspicuoudy absent. It was the third or fourth held passed that had been rendered anonymous
injust that way, the expected fruits of having carousing mercenariesrollicking through acity. Duke Rilfe
would never have dlowed that to happen in their city, but what else was to be expected of those of the
north? Even the nobility there seemed touched with the same tainted outlook, looseness of mords, little
or no sense of duty, ascandaouslack of piety-why, when held asked the Countess if he might have a
moment or two with her house priest for the easing of his soul, sheld actually informed him that her house
had only apriest of Evon, no priest of Grail! The courier was sure he'd successfully hidden his shock at
that, but the Countess hadn't been equally successful at masking her unexplained amusement.

There, dmost exactly mid-block on the I€eft, was certainly the house he'd been directed to ook for!
Timper took in the three torches burning calmly on the front of the large, setback, fredy-standing house,
the modest meta spear-fence that stood invitingly open, the demurely draped windows that nevertheless
showed a hint of lamplight behind them, and guided his mount through the fence and toward the
high-pillared front door. He still had no idea whose house he was about to peremptorily enter, but that



made little difference to him. He was acourier, empowered to enter anywhere and everywhere to deliver
his message, and that would be known to whomever resided in that house. If he hadn't been so cold he
would have straightened his shoulders and raised his chin, but gestures like that would have to wait until
he was indoors and warm again.

Ashedrew rein and began to dismount in front of the wide steps of the residence, the front door opened
unexpectedly and aboy emerged, muffled to the ears and wearing awoolen cap which couldn't have
offset the thinness of histhreadbare coat and trousers. The boy pulled the door shut behind him, hurried
recklesdy down the dippery-looking stepsinto the torchlit night, then put athin hand on Timper'sbridle.

"I'll sseto him for you, Sir," the boy said in avoice that cracked more from the cold than his age, bobbing
where he stood in aparody of proper bowing. "Y ou go right onin to whereit'swarm, an” I'll put himin
the sheds behind.”

Timper nodded and surrendered his mount without demur-ral, pleasantly surprised to see that the
amenitiesweren't entirely logt to those of the north, then climbed the steps toward the front door. Behind
him the boy had hesitated very briefly before leading his horse away, just asthough he had expected
something more from Timper than anod, but he couldn't imagine what that might be. Resdencesin the
south always had a boy to see to one's horse, and they never expected more than anod. After al, was
he expected to give stabling directions for what would be avisit of no more than afew minutes a the
mogt?

The door opened again as Timper reached it, thistime wide enough to let him enter. The entrance hall
was lamp lit and warm, especialy when the serving man closed the door behind him, then turned to give
him afar more proper bow.

"Allow meto take your cloak, sir," the man offered, dready reaching for the garment in question. He was
dressed in striped silk with knee hose and buckled shoes, but the scrupuloudly correct tailoring usudly
worn by servants of the upper classfailed to hide his outrageoudy large size. One normaly chose
servants of lesser proportions for one's household, Timper knew, to keep one's guests from needing to
look upward in so uncomfortable a manner, but he was hardly there to school those of the northin
common courtesy. His commission was far more important than that, and he was anxious to get on with
it.

"| shan't be staying long enough for that,” Timper denied with awave of his hand, looking around at the
polished-wood paneling of the entrance hall and the closed doorsthat led from it to the house proper. "l
am acourier of the Duke Rilfe of the House of Kiennein the Duchy of Gensea, and have been told that
the lady Sofdtis of the same House might be found here. | must ingst that | be taken to her at once.”

"I do beg your pardon, sir, but I'm afraid that that would be amatter best discussed with my mistress,”
the man replied, withdrawing his handswith asmal, odd smile curving hislips. "Til have someone take
youto her."

"Gad, man, have you no ears?' Timper snapped, long since out of patience with the numberless
obstructions held found in his path. "I have no wish to see your mistress, | wishto see..."

Hiswords ended in near-outrage as the servant dared to turn his back and take up asmall hammer lying
infront of aset of crystd bells, and then purposefully strike one of the bells. The pure crystal tone was
sweset and considerably more penetrating than Timper would have expected, and the first door to the
right opened outward to show another servant like thefirst, properly dressed but hardly properly-sized.

"Thisgentleman isherein search of aparticular lady,” thefirst servant said to the second, histone entirely
uninflected. "He will, of course, need to speak to the mistress.”



"Of course," the second agreed, eyeing Timper's continued possession of acloak but refraining from
commenting on thefact. "If you will be so kind asto follow me, sir?!

Very briefly Timper toyed with theidea of refusng while demanding again to be taken to the lady, and
had the servants been of more usual proportions he might very well have done so. After amoment,
however, it cameto him that these were, after al, no more than ignorant servants, and the wisest course
of action might well be alowing them to lead him to their mistress. With that in view he stirode through the
door being held open for him voicing no more than ashort sound of impatience, waited until the servant
closed the door again and moved ahead, then followed wordlesdy after.

Moving through the doorway had put him in ahal both narrower and longer than the entrance hall, but
one whaose floor wasrichly carpeted and whose panded walls were hung with paintings of obviousy
great worth. It seemed to Timper as he walked along that the house was the residence of someone of
substantial affluence, but it wasn't quite as Silent as aresidence of that sort should be. Somewhere, a
distance off, was what seemed like the sound of roistering voices, but perhaps it wasn't coming from that
house. Perhaps those who lived in the house were forced to endure coarse and common but monied
neighbors, and if that were so...

"Thisway, g, if you please," the servant interrupted his thoughts, sopping in front of adoor to the right
perhaps hafway down the hall. A brief knock and then the servant entered, hating just inside to bow to
someone Timper was unable to make out beyond the man's bulk. "Y our pardon, madam, but this
gentleman informs usthat he has come in search of a specific lady. Will you seehim?”

"Of course | will," came one of the sweetest, softest voices Timper had ever heard, immediately making
him wish he might see the face that went with it. "Do show himin, Rinson."

"Sir," the servant Rinson said, stepping aside with another bow, one Timper was barely aware of. The
servant's movement had brought to view sight of hismidtress, and if anything thelook of her was superior
to the sound of her voice. The young courier had never imagined that any woman so clearly older than
himself might touch him so quickly and strongly, and if he hadn't been in the midst of acommission he
would likely have stood there frozen dumb. Night-black hair and shining black eyes, skin the color of
faintly blushing cream, full red lipswith adevadtating smile, dl above arichly gowned body of dim
elegance and grace. She was seated behind a delicate desk of lace-like carving, obviously awoman of
responsbility aswell as beauty, and he redlized he'd stepped well into the room only when he heard the
sound of the door closing somewhere behind him.

"And how may | help you, sir?' the vision asked, smiling a him encouragingly as she sraightened in her
chair. "Would you care to describe the sort of lady you seek, or would you prefer |looking about before
voicingl your thoughts? Do you seek someone of your own age, or might it possibly be someone
more-experienced-that you search for? It would be my greatest pleasure to-assist you in any manner

posshble”

Her lovely voice had softened and she had leaned forward, her red lips glistening in away that had
Timper completely convinced regarding her sincerity. His gaze had somehow become riveted to her full,
heaving bosom, a bosom less well-covered than perhaps she realized, and it was with the greatest
difficulty that he brought hiseyesto her face again.

"Madam, I-" he began, then paused to bring his voice down from the higher ranges whereit had
embarrassingly strayed. "Madam, | thank you for your offer of-assistance, and shal most willingly accept
it," he said on his second attempt, striving to project amaturity of hisown. "1 am the courier of Duke Rilfe
of Gensea, and have come seeking the lady Sofaltis of Gensea, daughter of the Duke, for whom | have a
most urgent communication. I've beentold | would find her herein thishouse, and athough | have never



seen her, she was described to me as being perhaps ayear my junior, ddlicately pretty with unusualy
lovely gray eyes, brown-haired and lithe..."

"Wait just aminute here!™ the woman interrupted in sudden annoyance, no longer appearing quite as
winsome as she had amoment earlier. "Are you saying you're here looking for someone, an actud, regl
someone? Y ou have amessage to ddliver?”

"Hardly so smple athing asamessage,” Timper responded, stung by the change in the beautiful woman's
attitude. "A duca courier isnot amere message bearer, the responsibilities of the position are agood
ded more complex than..."

"But you don't deny you're here looking to talk to someone," the woman inssted, nearly in accusation.
"And not for the usua reason. Well, I'm afraid | can't help you. I've never heard of this-lady, and doubt
that she's ever been here. | wish you a pleasant evening-elsewhere.”

The lovely woman had risen to her feet behind the desk, her expression now closed and cold, and
Timper found himsdaf dmost completely at aloss. Not only had he no desire to leave, he could not leave
before learning for certain that the lady Sofdtis wasn't there. Firm insistence had often gotten him what
information and assistance he required, and just then he knew he needed to try something of the same

again.

"Madam, | must beg your indulgence for afew moments more," he said at once with more desperation
than assertive-ness, not precisely the attitude he'd been attempting but one that would haveto do. "I've
been informed that the lady Sofdtisis here, in company with members of the Silver

Gleaming, whose presence, if fact, could scarcely be missed. Ther purpose in coming here was kept
from me, in adeliberate attempt at vindictiveness, | believe, yet was | specificaly told..."

"The Silver Gleaming?' the woman interrupted, afaint, very atractive frown suddenly shadowing her
face, "Of course there are members of the Silver Gleaming here. We happen to be very popular with the
Blades because of the balanced variety our house offers, just as we're popular with the other Sword
Companies. | happened to see afew Figts arriving, but there were no-ladies-with them.”

The woman pronounced the word "ladies’ asthough it were nearly off-color and entirely loathsome, an
attitude Timper couldn't quite understand. Not that he was able to understand most of the rest of what
he'd been told. The north, it seemed, was far more different from the south than hed imagined.

"What are Figts?' he asked dmost warily, wondering if he would next be able to ask about the "baanced
variety" the woman had also mentioned. He wasn't quite sure, but somehow he had the distinct
impression the concept of variety was one he ought to be familiar with.

"Figtsare gpecid units of Sword Companies,” the vision answered, staring at him in an odd manner as
shereseated hersdlf. "The units consist of five Blades, usudly the best Blades the Company has, and in
battle they carry out initia or crucid thrusts. Where did you say you come from?”

"A gentleman scarcely hasthe timeto investigate every unimportant facet of such things as Sword
Companies" Timper returned stiffly, thistime stung into trying to defend himsdf. He could dso fed the
flush in his cheeks, and nearly began shifting in placelike an ignorant child caught by histutor. "Areyou
absolutely certain there were no women with those-F (s?*

"| said there were no ladies with the Fists," the woman corrected, her face smooth and serene despite the
twinkle of amusement in her eyes, her hands holding lightly to the arms of her chair. "Ladies do badly as
members of aFigt, but female Blades are another story entirely. Most Companies have their share of



femaes, and dthough the mgority of Fissaredl mae, one or two have..."

Her voicetrailed off as she stared at Timper again, but thistime he could see she stared thoughtfully.
Something had obvioudy occurred to her, and her next words proved the point.

"Brown-haired and gray-eyed, lithe and young,”" the woman murmured, as though hearing the description
for thevery first time. "And named Sofdtidl It'sjust barely possible, | suppose, stranger things have
happened- If itistrue, I'd loveto bethere..."

Thewoman's eyes|ost their distracted look asthey sharpened on Timper again with renewed
amusement, and then she grew somewhat more brisk.

"It's possible one of the Blades of the Silver Gleaming will be able to-direct you to thislady of yours" she
sad, reaching for asmall, delicate bell which stood at the comer of the desk to her right. "I'll have
someone take you to them, but | warn you now; if you cause any sort of ruckus among any of the guests,
the mistress ruleswill see you put out of the house at once, whether or not you've managed to question
anyone. Have | made mysdf clear?’

"But - | thought you were the mistress of thishouse," Timper blurted, now entirely at aloss. "Those
servants- they said-and they brought me here to this room-"

" "They thought you were |ooking for specid attention from someone with standing,” the woman
answered as sherang the bell, thistime unable to keep the smile from her face. "There are three of us
who spare the migtress that sort of-wearying interview, four when business gets unusudly brisk. You
would be surprised how many nobles and upper class merchantsinsst on dealing with no one but- Ah,
Rinson.”

The servant who had led Timper to that room appeared even before the crystal voice of the bell died
away, giving the young courier no further opportunity for asking questions. Timper felt bewildered and
because of that was extremely annoyed, but the presence of the very large servant helped him keep firmly
in mind the tenet that no true gentleman was ever rude to awoman.

"Rinson, please show this gentleman to the area of the house where the Blades of the Silver Gleaming are
taking their ease," the woman directed, her tone entirely neutrd. " Specificaly, | would say, the Fist of
Soft and Gentle. Are you acquainted with the Blades of that Fist?"

"Of course, Madam," the servant said, his bow tinged more with curiosity than propriety. "If you will
follow me, Sr?"

Timper had very little choice concerning the following, but his annoyance was growing in leagps and
bounds, and he was beginning to regret not having surrendered his cloak when he might have. Not only
had the house grown extremely warm, but the output of anger was adding itself to the discomfort of
wool. What in Homeé's name might the Fist of Soft and Gentle be? Hardly the generd name of something
cdled aFigt, but just as unlikely a sobriquet for a Blade of aFist. The young man stomped out of the
room at the servant's gesture, deliberately refraining from bowing to the woman whose company he
departed. Lovely she might be, but her loveliness had diminished quickly with the increase of her
amusement.

Thistime the servant led the way to the very end of the narrow hall, and the door there gave accessto an
even smaller and narrower backstairs areathat was rather dim. As soon asthey had entered the dimness,
however, the sound of voicesthat Timper had noticed earlier became agood deal moreimposing on the
former quiet. He followed the servant through the dimnessto the I eft, wondering what could possibly be
causing such arow, and then another door was opened that answered his question as soon as he had



stepped through it into the room beyond.

"Holy Emissariesintercede for my soul!" Timper prayed slently but fervently as he fought to keep the
shock off hisface, his eyes seeking something innocuous to rest on. The only trouble was, there was
nothing innocuousto look at, at least not in that well-lit room. Men dressed in the off-duty lesthers of
Blades |olled everywhere on the thick carpeting, many of them leaning elbows on cushions asthey drank
from goblets or shouted in encouragement and high amusement. The many-fema es-with them ether had
hands on them or were being themsalves explored, their scantily clad bodies proving easily accessible,
and inthe midgt of dl that there was a-a-dance of sorts being performed. The pretty young thing standing
aonein the middle of the floor was ill clad in aproper gown, but even as Timper watched she acceded
to the shouting around her with a sob, and began dowly removing the gown. Tears ran down her blushing
cheeks assght of her ddlicate underclothing was brutaly forced from proper privacy into the public
domain, but al she received in the way of compassion from those who watched was an increase in their
laughter. Had Timper not been certain the girl was adave he would have interfered no matter the
consequences, but aman would be foolish to concern himsalf with the distress of a newly-made chain
child, mostly especialy in what he now knew that place to be. He had never before visited one himsdif,
but he had heard stories of such places; oh, my, he certainly had.

"Thisway, gr," the servant Rinson said to a hopefully unobtrusively appaled Timper, and the courier was
quick to follow acrossthe floor behind the tiffly moving, softly sobbing girl. He made every effort to
keep his eyes on the servant rather than looking again at the dave, and strove to move asrapidly as
possible without giving the gppearance of hurrying. A true gentleman never looked at the unclad body of
any female, not even hiswife, unless he received specid dispensation from the Holy Emissariesin
acknowledgment of his proven piety. He was then permitted to look upon the woman he took to wife,
but certainly not any other. When he admitted to hisHoly Council in Strict Truth that he had abrogated a
privilege which wasn' his, there would, without the least doubt, be absolute hell to pay.

An arch gave access to another room like thefirgt, only this one had asmall, dark beauty in transparent
vells moving sensuoudy to the sound of apipe. Her wide, beautiful eyes moved from one watching,
grinning Blade to the next, the smile visble on her full, pouting lips beneath her face-veil an
amogt-shouted invitation, and Timper found it best to remove his cloak as he passed her, something that
helped to keep her from hissight. Everyone knew that Blades of a Sword Company were eternally
damned anyway and therefore often indulged in things that made a sensible man tremble and turn away,
but possibly no one had told the Blades they were lost. For people who were inescapably heading for
eternal damnation, Timper thought they appeared unexpectedly satisfied and unworried.

The courier had his cloak thrown over hisleft arm by the time he moved through the next arch, which
happily gave him something to clutch when he abruptly understood what he was seeing. Blades il
lounged in their legthers on the carpeting, but most of these Blades were female and the ones attending
themin oiled tightswere mae. If awoman was of the nobility aman certainly did well to bow low in her
presence, but to kned in front of acommon rag, nearly naked and obscendly exposed despite a
supposed covering-! Timper had never felt so outraged in hisentirelife, even if the men were nothing but
daves! Good taste demanded restraint in some quarter, and for aman to be made to exhibit himsdlf like
that, dave or no, was absolutely unacceptable. Why, he had half amind to-

"I believe the Figts of the Silver Gleaming are to be found in the next area, Sir," the servant Rinson
interrupted TJmper's silent expostulation, at the same time reminding him of the warning he had been
given. If hewere going to execute his commission he needed to restrain his perfectly proper indignation,
at least for ashort while. After he had gotten what answers were to be had, he would certainly spesk his
mind and then dare them to do their worst. He strode after the servant without looking again on
depravity, knowing without doubt that one who was Saved had nothing to fear from those who were



damned.

Which high-minded attitude took him through the arch and into the next room, but not beyond the first
two steps. Once again the mgjority of Blades were male and their attendants femae, but three female
Blades sat among them, no two of the women together, half a dozen mae attendants also rather visible.
Laughter came from many of the Blades, squeding arising from one of the attending femaes being held
down out of sight by four of the men, but none of that was what struck Timper speechless. The sight that
froze him was of three of the male attendants, dl lined up and posturing in front of one of thefemale
Blades, amsflexing muscle, chestsinflated and hipsrolling suggestively-

But the rag wasn't even watching! Men were trying to catch the attention of afemae, and shewasn't
even paying attention!

Timper closed hiseyesfor amoment and fought to contain his outrage, memory of hiscommission aone
making it possible for him to do so. Femaes forcing malesto grovel and demean themselves was bad
enough, but for the femal e to then turn around and ignore them-! Such arrogance was intolerable, and
completely unacceptable to agentleman of Timper's station; he would ask his questions and then
resoundingly denounce therag, and yes, the men with her aswell. If she had never been taught better,
they certainly should have been. The servant Rinson was moving forward, toward the very group Timper
meant to confront, and once he had followed and gotten near enough, their words separated from the
background din.

"... could have had our backsides diced if we hadn't withdrawn when we did,” one of the men was
saying to another, the speaker abig man with black hair and light eyeswho sat to theright of thefemae
Blade. "If Seepar thinks hell be riding back for us again, he's suffering from the effects of too long atime
subdtituting other thingsfor girls”

"I heard he did the same to one of the Fists of the Crimson Rush just before first snow,” the female Blade
remarked, the disgust in her voice evident even in the midst of the surrounding noise. "If the Opened
Throats Company wants his so-called Fist, they're more than welcometo it, but well haveto insst on
saying our good-byes now-to the Blades helll supposedly be supporting.”

"He'sredly that bad then," the man who had been spoken to said, sighing where he sat at the first man's
right. Hewas dso large with longish, dark hair, but his eyes were dark rather than light. "After the losses
wetook just before first snow, | was hoping to recruit some seasoned fighters for the Opened Throats
rather than the green lads we've been attracting, but I'll take green over yellow any day."

"Y ellow might not be the proper color for Seepar and hisfour,” the woman said, then turned her head to
the man who sat between her and the second man. "Rullin, old sage, what's the color of incompetence?”’

"Red," the man replied with agrin, reaching over to toudethe girl's brown hair. "For dl the blood they'll
be losing one of these days, hopefully their own. And the next time you refer to me as old, you femae
infant, I'll turn you over my knee and seeto it that you'll need to walk to battle for the next day or three.
Instead of needling your unit leader, why don't you pay some attention to those three over there?

They're hdf killing themselves trying to get you to choose one of them for tonight, and you ought to be
flattered.”

"Hattered isn't what I'm in the mood to be," the girl answered, leaning back on one elbow while
continuing to stare a the man caled Rullin. "Pleasured iswhat I'm in the mood to be, but my unit |eader
has suddenly grown too old and infirm to manage that. Someone not a Blade might think hewas afraid of
amerefemdeinfant.”



The girl'sinsolence shocked Timper and caused the Fist leader Rullin to begin straightening in anger
where he sat, but the servant Rinson interrupted before anything more might be said.

"I do beg your pardon, sirs and madam," he said, bowing to those who reluctantly took their attention
from other things. "The house didikes disturbing guests during their relaxation, but this gentleman was
quite ingstent about peaking to members of the Silver Gleaming, and one of our staff suggested your
Figt. Thereis someone heisin search of."

The servant looked toward Timper then, and dl the eyes of those he'd been addressing followed suit,
momentarily disconcerting the young courier. Oneislooked at many timesin oneslife, but not often by
s0 large anumber of Blades. Their eyes were-different, somehow, harder, perhaps, with gazes
unwavering and sharp. Timper found the need to clear histhroat, then straightened where he stood.

"I am the courier of Duke Rilfe of Gensea, and have been told that | might learn the whereabouts of the
Duke's edest daughter from this Company,” he said in more of arush than he had expected to, oddly
eager to have the words spoken so that he might depart. "I would greetly appreciate being directed to
her correct location.”

"Y ou expect Blades to be entrusted with the location of alady?' the man who, from the device on the
medallion about his neck, was a member of the Opened Throats Company, asked with a snort of
ridicule. He had been the second man in the discussion just past, and seemed greatly amused. "Do your
people dso believe in having wolves guard their hen houses, boy?"

"It was not | who arranged the matter so," Timper replied with tiffly affronted dignity; "boy" indeed!
"Had | had asay init, | assureyou it would have been done differently. If none of you hasthe information
| seek, | will now take my leave."

"Cam your rush, boy," the Fist leader Rullin suggested in adrawl as Timper was about to turn away, the
easy words very much acommand. "One who walks about unarmed in company such asthiswould be
wiseto polish his good manners. For what reason are you looking for this Duke's daughter?”

Timper was taken aback by everything the man had said, perhaps most forcefully by the suggestion that a
Duke's courier was not considered untouchable by the men he spoke with. He realized then how

barbaric those of the north redlly were and that he was trapped in the midst of them, but therewaslittle
he could do just then to dter the situation. The man Rulfin, he thought, had deliberately called him "boy,"
most likely to stress his place among Blades; despite the talk of age, the Fist leader had seen, at mogt, a
decade more of lifethan Timper. Very briefly the young courier consdered refusing an answer to the
question which had been put to him; the patient and not-so-patient gazes resting on him, however, caused
him to reconsder theidea

"| seek thelady Sofdtis so that | may ddiver the extremely urgent communication entrusted to me,”
Timper admitted, suddenly and unhappily aware of exactly how long he would retain the Duke's letter if
these ruffians should attempt taking it from him. " A family tragedy has occurred, and the Duke wishesthe
lady to beinformed of it."

Timper had spoken the truth without thinking, but it suddenly came to him that that very same truth should
cool their interest. No gold being sent and no secret messages, nothing but news of atragedy, and what
man would find interest in the tragedies of others? Already the eyes of Rullin had lost their ook of
amusement, but the girl beside him had abruptly straightened to sitting, as though disturbed over
something. The Blade leader Rullin noticed the movement aswell, and quickly turned his head to her.

"It'syour turn to be cam, Soft and Gentle," he said to the female, making no effort to put an arm about
her to ease her sudden upset as a gentleman might. "Well have this straightened out in another minute or



s0." Then helooked up again at
Timper and added, "How were you supposed to identify the lady Sofaltis?"

"Why-I've been given her description,” Timper replied in confusion, in the midst of registering the name
the girl had been caled by.- Women were, for the most part, soft and gentle, but by the look of her and
the words she had spoken, there was a misnomer if ever he'd heard one. " Perhaps ayear my junior,
brown-haired and gray-eyed, tall and lithe..."

Timper'swordstrailed off asthe girl rose gracefully to her feet before him, her faintly pretty face
expressionless. Her black off-duty leathersfit like the skin they were, her black boots appeared sturdy
but well broken in, the sword hung at her side was plain-hilled and no longer new, and the silver
medallion of her Company gleamed in the lamplight. It startled Timper to realize that he needed to look
up, for the girl wastaler than he even though she seemed somewhat younger- and then he began
registering certain additiona items. Her form was lithe, her face pretty, her hair brown, her eyesgray ...

"I anthelady Sofdtis," thefemade sad in avoice much like that which the Blade Rullin had used, putting
ahand out toward Timper. "Give me my father's letter.”

At another time, Timper would have been quick to argue or obey; at that time, however, he wastoo
deeply in shock to do ether thing. He had thought the lady Sofaltisindiscreetly involved with aBlade of a
Sword Company, but that wasn't so. Far, far worse, she was a Blade of a Sword Company!

Theyoung idiot just stood there staring & me, hislong face pae enough to riva flour. Someone had
dressed him in the tights, tunic and short boots no one but very young pages wore in the north, and if |
hadn't been so upset | would have felt sorry for him. It wasn't redlly hisfault helooked like a pompous
ass, or that | have very little patience with pompous asses.

"| sad, give me my father'sletter,” | repeated, having no ideawhat could have happened, but anxiousto
find out. "How long ago were you dispatched?!

"Why-why-five weeks and some days ago,” he answered, findly snapping out of it enough to begin
fumbling at histunic. "The roads were terrible and the accommodeations worse, but-but-how do | know
you'rethe lady Sofdtis?| must insst upon seeing your Signet ring.”

"My aunt Illi hasmy signet ring, and you know damned well who | am," | countered, snapping my fingers
inimpatience as he winced a what he undoubtedly considered dreadful language. "Y ou couldn't have
found meif my aunt hadn't set you going in the right direction, and that direction led here. Stop quibbling
and give metheletter.”

"Takeit dow, Soft and Gentle," Rullin said as he got to hisfeet, Foist, Jakkar and Hammisrisng with
him. "1 doubt if the boy's used to our sort, and he needs some time to adjust. Sheiswho she says sheis,
boy, so you'd better give her that letter. If you make her takeit from you, you'll be responsible for our
needing to find another house to passthe night in. This house has rules againgt staining the carpeting with
blood.”

Rull was being hisusud light-heartedly mediating self, but the boy my father had sent waan't finding much
comfort in the attempt to put him at ease with joking. Hiswide, dark eyes moved from one member of
my Fist to the next, noticing how every one of them was larger even than |, and then the heavy paper of a
seded envelope was being thrust into my hand. | automatically checked the seal before bresking it,
withdrew the letter and read it quickly, then turned back to where I'd left my cup of wine.

"How bad isit?" Rull asked quietly from behind me, concernin hisvoice. "From your expression it can't



be good, but how bad is bad?*
| took aminute to swalow some wine before turning back, then looked directly at him.

"My brother Rymar isdead,” | got out with more difficulty than I'd expected to have, feding asthough
saying the words a oud was what made them true. "After our oldest brother's accident Rymar was named
Father's heir, but Rymar aways considered that aresponsbility rather than a privileged right. Now he's
dead too, but not because of any accident. They tried to make it look like one, but only afool would
have believed that, and my father's no fool. Rymar was ddliberately killed."

"Who's"they"?" Jakkar asked in hisrumble of avoice, hishig left hand unconscioudy stroking his sword
hilt. "And why would they want to kill aDuca heir and not go after the Duke himsdlf first?"

"I don't know," | admitted, annoyed at the lack of logic to thething. "It's clear they want my father's heir
dead, but not him. And asfor who "they" are, | don't know that either. | have afeding my father knows,
but I don't.”

"If he doesn't know yet, I'mwilling to bet he'sworking onit,” Rull commented, having heard of my father
even beforeI'd joined the Fit. "Was Rymar your father'slast living son?!

"Hejust might have been," | said, swalowing again a my wine. "My other brothers, one older than me

and one younger, haven't been heard from for years, which probably means they're both dead. There's
no other reason for them not to have let Father know where they are. Except for my two little ssters, dll
thet leavesisme.”

"Who will be doing what?' RuH asked, aquestion Foist, Jakkar and Hammiswere dso interested in
having answered. Fists are closer than most families, closer even than marriage, and what affects one of
its Blades affects the other four aswell. "Will you need to go homefor awhileto pay your respects, or
wasyour father smply sending you awarning?'

"My father wants me home, but not to pay my respects,” | said with the reluctance firmly back in place,
not exactly avoiding the four pairs of eyes on me, but not quite meeting them either. "I don't know what
he hasin mind, but he definitely and specificaly wants me home. And besidesthat, he wouldn't be
sending me the sort of warning you mean. He-doesn't know I'm aBlade."

| used the relative resulting sllence to look up-rdativein relation to the carousing still going oninthe rest
of theroom-and found that | would have been better off continuing to avoid the stares of my Fistmates.
They weren't exactly furious, or at least Foist, Jak and Ham weren't.

"That's not quite what you said when you joined the Company,” Rull pointed out with agrow! after a
moment, hislight eyesfilled with dagger points. "Of course my family knows dl about this, you said. Of
course | havetheir permission, you said. They know all about what I'm doing and they approve, you
sad."

"My aunt 1li knew and approved,” | countered, wishing Rull would stop looking at me like that. "1 wasn't
trying to make trouble for the Company, but if I'd asked my father he probably would have refused
permission, and | wasn't of ageyet. Was | supposed to go home and sit quietly while waiting for the
yearsto go by? | wasn't lying, | smply didn't tdl dl of thetruth.”

"Oh, isthat dl you did?’, Rull said, folding hisarms across his chest while the others sighed or shook their
heads or rubbed their eyes. "Thefact that your father's a Duke is completely beside the point, isit? If
he'd found out and had gone foaming at the idea, he couldn't have done more than asked the King to
have our Company disbanded and outlawed, now could he? Of course he couldn't, so why would we be



upset? Y ou didn't do anything more serious than jeopardize the lives of everyone in the Company. Tak
about Seepar. The only lives he endangers are the five of the Fist he's supposed to be backing.”

There was no amusement of any sort in Rullin, not in hiseyes or hisface or hisvoice, and it suddenly
cameto me that there was no longer any extraneous noise in the room. Everyone was listening, every
Blade there had heard what held said, and it didn't matter that Rullin wasright about what 1'd done.
Fistmates don't say things like that to one another, not when they want to continue being Fistmates, but
that, of course, was the whole point. Hed been trying to tell me that not only was | about to leave, | also
needn't bother coming back. 1'd been wondering why he'd been avoiding me the last couple of weeks
and had been trying to tease him out of whatever his problem was, but it looked like the problem went
too deep for teasing. Hed taken the very first opportunity to invite "me out of the Fist, and dthough it
hurt more than I'd ever be able to explain to an outsider, | wasn't someone who believed in staying where
| wasn't wanted. | held his gaze for along moment after held falen slent, then smply turned and got out
of there.

| had to push my way through onlookers and a sudden babble of disturbed conversation, but size and
determination count for quite alot in astuation likethat. | felt asthough

I'd just lost four of the five fingers of my sword hand, but that, of course, iswhat it'sall about. A fistisa
hand closed and ready to fight, the samething aFist is, especially the closed part. When aFist isforced
openit's never donewithout pain, and I've dways preferred licking my woundsin private.

| strode through the areas until | reached the door leading to the front hall, threw it open then left it for
one of the servantsto close behind me, and didn't redlize | was being followed until the door was closed
and most of the revel-noise was cut off. Hurrying footsteps sounded behind me, and then came the voice
of someone I'd forgotten about entirely.

"My lady, | redly must ing st that you wait for me," that ass of acourier complained, obvioudy having
trouble keeping up. "1 am, after al, the one your father sent to escort you home."

Which shows how hard my father was trying to protect my virtue, | thought rather than said, gesturing to
the door servant to find my cloak. Those of the south placed a much higher vaue on virginity than
northerners did, which aso showed how vastly more intelligent northerners were.

"| shall hire an escort for usfirst thing tomorrow," the ass babbled on, making no effort to take back the
letter | discovered | ill held. "Should you be able to tell me how quickly you expect your maids a the
Countess house to pack your clothing and possessions, I'll know when to tell the escort to..."

"Therewon't be an escort,” | said, staring at the letter | held asthe ideacameto me. "I'll beleaving for
home tonight, after | make afew necessary stops, and if you intend coming with me you'd better be
prepared to move fast and ride hard. | want to be home as soon as humanly possible.”

"But-but-my lady!" he protested, back to being shocked. "Y ou mean to ride the entire distance alone?
With the protection of no one but mysdf?*

"Oh, I'm sure you won't have any trouble supplying mewith al the protection | need,” | murmured,
turning away from hiswide-eyed and stunned disbelief. I'd stop at my barracksto pick up my gear, at the
Company clerk'sto hand in my resignation, and at my aunt Ili'sto thank her for al she'd donefor me.
Right after that I'd start for home, and once | got there my father would know his troubles were over.

My brother Rymar had been one of those people everyone liked, the sort whose every word and gesture
told you he would never hurt you, the sort who never caused harm to anyone or anything. It was one of
thefurioudy unfair parts of life that peoplelike Rymar usualy ended up being hurt, swept out of the way



like dust before those who never minded hurting everyone they could reach. As my father's heir held
been aprime and easy target, but our enemieswould not find it the same with the one who would next be
heir.

The only oneleft to be her.
Me.

With no Fist to go back to, with no brothers to claim the Duchy, what other course of action made as
much sense? My father needed an heir and | needed something to do with my life, and even if my father
hadn't aready thought of it on his own, he would certainly welcome the suggestion. We hadn't seen each
other for five years, and he'd be pleased and proud at what 1'd learned and done. As| took my cloak
from the servant | tucked the | etter into my swordbelt, more anxious than ever to be home again and
darted with my new life,

Sofdtis stared at Rullin with alook that made him fed as though he'd savaged something small and

hel pless, and then she turned and forced her way through the gathered crowd to disappear from sight.
Hisfirst urge wasto go after her and tell her he hadn't really meant what held said, but Rullin had spent
mogt of hislifetraining himsdlf to ignorefirst impulses. By the time he knew he should have done it
anyway the miserable femae infant was not only out of sight, but probably gone from the house as well.
He unfolded- hisarms, muttering curses a himsalf under his bregth, then turned to find the eyes of the
rest of hisFist on him.

"Nicegoing, Rull," Foist said with ajudicious nod, folding hisarms as his very pae eyes pinned Rullin
where he stood. "I've never been able to draw blood like that without using my sword. Y ou should runa
Company practicein the technique.”

"Why in hell did you just let her walk away like that?' Hammis demanded, fists on hipsand dark eyes
blazing. "Why didn't you stop her?"

"Maybe heforgot how long it took usto find afifth for our Fist who actudly suited al of us" Jakkar
rumbled, another pair of dark, accusing eyes. "Maybe he was afraid she was starting to get ideas about
him, and he wanted to get rid of her before shedid.”

"Areyou dl happy now?" Rullin growled back, sending his glare to each of themin turn. "Since| couldn't
tell on my own what astupid thing I'd done, you three had to do the telling for me. Do you haveit out of
your systems now, or is there something se you'd like to add?’

" till want to know why you didn't stop her," Hammis persisted, too angry himsdlf to care about Rullin's
anger. "It wasn't asif shetried to hurt the Company on purpose, and there are more than afew of us ill
walking around who wouldn't be if she hadn't joined up. 1s Jak right? Did you think she was after you, o
you either had to run yoursdf or make her doit?'

"Don' be stupider than you look, Ham," Rullin said in disgust, wishing he could get back to hisdrink but
knowing he had to firgt settle thingsin his Figt. " Soft and Gentle wasn't after me or she would have said
0. Shewasjust in the mood for my brand of wrestling, and laughed when | told her she had to learnto
ask nice, Shetried to play stubborn, so | did too, which iswhat probably started it al. Sheknowsl like
spreading mysdlf around too much to ever settle down, so which one of you thinks she's dim enough to
get ataste for me anyway? | didn't stop her because I'd redlly put my foot init, and if 1'd tried to force
her to listen to an gpology, she, probably would have drawn on me. Tomorrow morning shell be easier
to talk to, and morelikely to listen to what's being said. Especidly if you three are right there behind me.
Areyou three going to beright there behind me?’



"Weretrying to decideif it would took better or worse with our pointsin your back,” Foist said, running
ahand through hislong blond hair. "I don't like theideaof Soft and Gentlefeding hurt like that, even for
just one night. What if she goes out and getsinto afight? She'sdl aone, so how would we know about
it?"

"Alone sheisnt,” Jakkar told him, just in time to kegp Hammis from exploding again. "Thét little twerp in
the tights went trotting off after her, and if anything happens even helll be smart enough to come back and
get us. Aslong ashe'sfirg of al smart enough not to get in her way."

"Maybe you're right about waiting until tomorrow," Foist grudged to Rullin, turning aside to reach down
for hiswine cup. "If we've got to send her home for awhile, aproper send off'l make her fed better -
and bring her back faster.”

"And meanwhile we get to fight one Blade short,” Hammis muttered, going after hisown cup. "Whichis
better than adding atemporary fifth we don't know and can't count on. Fighters should have to give up
their familieswhen they become Blades.”

"Weredl jedousof her family. Ham, but she's not going back thereto stay," Foist said with asmall
laugh, clapping the other big man on the back. "Before we know it shell be here again, right where she
belongs. Y ou get borm into afamily, but aFist goes alot degper than that.”

Jakkar added something to that that made Hammis snort out alaugh, but Rullin wasn't listening any
longer. He sat down to retrieve hiswine cup and emptied it in aswalow, then gestured to one of the
sarvantsto refill it. If the other three thought they were wild over what had happened, they should fed it
from his point of view. Maybe it was the thought of Softy's going home that had pushed him so far out of
line, or maybe it wasthe way held been feding for the last couple of weeks. Rullin didn't know what he
wanted or how he felt about al that, but one thing he did know: therewasn't agirl in the house who
suited him aswell as Soft and Gentle did, which meant the night ahead was going to be avery long one.

Chapter Two

Theinn was probably the best in the east, large and sprawling and well-gtaffed, usudly worth the high
prices charged. From mid-spring to late summer travelers on the highway streamed in and out of it, but
that early in the season there were only afew, risking an unexpected return to winter smply because they
had to. The man who stood looking out of one of the windows of his suite was one such, but the smileon
hislips as he stared down into the courtyard below said the risk was unimportant in the face of what
daring it brought. The smile was one of pride and very deep affection, and if there had been anyonein his
rooms to see the expression, it would have pleased him even more,

Below in the courtyard were anumber of young men, some sitting about drinking, some laughingly
enjoying the shy but eager attention of the wenches who had brought the drink, others paying heed only
to what was occurring in the middle of the yard. Two of the young men were stripped to the waist
despite the coolnessin the air, and each of them held awooden practice sword. Both were clearly
fighting men, well made and in excdlent condition, but one of the two stood taler and broader than the
other, the wooden sword he held fitting hispalm like living sted. His hair was avery pae brown, so pale
it dmost seemed an unwashed yellow, and the color of hislight, laughing eyes appeared to change now
and again, possibly with hismood. The two had done with circling and now struck at each other, without
shieldsto catch the blows, without mail to deflect the strokes, speed alone combined with skill to keep
the young fighters from reaching one ancther.

The exchange had gone on only ahandful of minutes before the man watching from hiswindow knew the
smaller of the two fighters had underestimated the larger. The mgority of redlly big men depended on



drength and size to win their set-tos for them, acombination which was usudly susceptible to the
superior one of speed and skill. The big man below, however, had clearly developed speed and skill of
his own, and had smply combined them with size and strength. His heavy wooden sword moved so fast
it might have been made of parchment instead, but when it struck the frantically defending second fighter,
the man knew there was nothing of parchment about it. His cry of pain reached the watcher above ashis
left hand flew to hisribs, and then he was seated rocking on the flagstones, and the match was done.

"Damned fine swordsmanship, damned fine," the watcher muttered to himself, pride swelling his chest and
graightening him where he stood. Below, the victorious fighter had his hands full, thistime needing to
defend himsdf from the adoring excitement and congratul ations of the serving wenches. When thefighter
laughingly proved himself incgpable of successful defense againgt an attack of that sort the watcher
chuckled, slently advising him to collect what kisses and caresses he might as quickly as possible.
Another watcher now approached the young man, aso grinning, and the message he meant to ddliver
would take the young man from the midst of pleasant diversion.

The watcher had lft the window and was pouring two cups of wine when the rap came at the door, but
he made no effort to go and open it. The opening of the door from without was fully expected, and when
he turned he saw the young fighter being urged inside with tunic and swordbelt filling his hands. He smiled
his greeting as he moved forward, and the young man answered with surprised pleasure as the door was
closed behind him.

"Father, you came yourself!" he exclaimed, throwing aside both tunic and swordbelt to stride forward
with arms outstretched. "' was expecting your agent.”

"The problem istoo important, Kylin," the older man said as he and his son embraced with
muscle-cracking strength and backd apping which would have felted lesser men. The older was nearly the
sze of the younger, and despite the dis-parity in their agesit was clear to any with eyesthat the older was
an even more seasoned fighter than the younger.

"Theréstrouble a home?' the fighter Kylin asked with afrown, standing a arm's length from hisfather.
"Isthat the reason you sent for me? Are any of my brothers hurt?!

"Thetroubleisn't in our own duchy," the older man said with a shake of his head, gesturing hisson into
returning with him to where the wine stood. "Y our brothers, thanksto the skill they've developed from
their war training, have crushed enough underhanded attacks to send those scheming cowards looking
elsawherefor easier prey. Unfortunately for our kingdom, they found easy pickingsin the Duchy of
Gensea.”

"DukeRilfeisbeset?' Kylin asked, accepting a cup but not drinking fromit. "I would have expected him
to be one of the last attacked, what with the Size of hislevy, the high quaity of their training and arming,
and the unswerving loydty they al fed for him. Isit Prince Traffis troops?’

"Prince Traffisis till too well occupied in the northern duchy to spare the men and attention,” the older
man answered with another shake of his head, his annoyance causing him to swallow hiswine rather than
gp at it. "When he first marched across the northern border with hisforeign army, claiming to bethe
rightful heir to the throne his older brother sat on, we all expected the King's army to make short work of
him. And then Zeran attacked from the northwest into our own western duchy of Arthil, and even with
our levy we needed most of the King's troops to keep them out. I've always regretted the lack of a
mountain range in Arthil; prime farmlands and grazing tracts are too hard to defend in aclimatelike ours.”

"From the word going around, you haven't done badly,” Kylin said with agrin, amused to hear hisfather's
favorite complaint again. "Zeran lost so many troops before first snow last year, that theré's silver backing



the theory you'll be facing more Zeranese females than males this spring. It's said they haven't enough
men to service so many women, So they're putting the prettier onesin mail and sending them out ahead of
the regulars. That'sto force the regulars out of their hidey-holes, of course, and let them know there's
nothing left at home worth deserting for. If it turns out to be true, it'll make thisyear's campaign alot more
interesting than last year's™

"So you did show up for some of the fighting,” the Duke Trame of Arthil said, looking a his son over the
rim of hisraised cup. "'l thought we agreed you would stay in the north, leading that contingent of the
King's Knights? Thefighting there grow too tamefor you, did it?’

"Asamatter of fact, it dacked off sooner than we expected it to," Kylin answered with pure, wide-eyed
innocence, gesturing with his cup to underscore that innocence. "My men weretired but | hadn't been
fighting as hard asthey had, so while they rested | rode home to see how your own war was going. |
didn't intend doing more than stopping for aday or so before heading back, but somehow | ended upin
the middle of askirmish, and your men had just lost their commander, and the Zeranese outnumbered
them, and | wasin so deep so fast | couldn't smply ride away again.”

"All right, dl right, enough,” hisfather surrendered, shaking his head at the young fighter'simmediate grin.
"I should have known better than to try pinning you down, especialy when you knew two of your
younger brothers were also in the north. If you hadn't been there we would have lost every man of that
command, but you weren't supposed to spread yoursalf so thin, especidly not by shifting back and forth
between wars. What would have happened if you'd been killed?’

"With three older brothers and four younger, al in excellent health and as skilled with asword astheir
father?' Kylin asked with alaugh of amusement and an uncaring movement of hismassive shoulders. "l
liketo think there would have been afew tearsat my find send off, and not only from my mother and
father and brothers, but aside from that? The loss of a Duke's fourth sonis hardly likely to shatter the

kingdom."

"Inthisingtance, that's not entirely true,” the Duke said, al traces of amusement gone from him. "Y ou
know Duke Rilfeand | are old friends, closer even than some brothers. What you don't know about is
the agreement we came to, some two years ago at the King's coronation. In those days | thought | was
the only one capable of seeing the undercurrentsin the wind, but my old friend had noticed what | had,
and had seen how he might be caught up in them to strangling. Once he spoke to me of it we formulated
aplan and hoped it would never be needed, but word was recently sent me that al hopeisgone. Sit
down, Kylin, and I'll begin thetale from its proper starting point."

Each man settled himsdlf in one of the deep leether armchairs standing in front of the politefirein the
hearth, and Kylin took aswallow of hiswine, glad now that the fire was there. The air outside was mild
compared to what he had |eft in the north, but the Sitting room fdlt as though the new-coming season
hadn't yet caught up to the winter. Without the fire he would have needed histunic, and that despite the
light sheen of sweet that hadn't yet dried on him.

"More than two years ago, well before the King's coronation, anew High Priest was anointed among
those who serve Grail the All-Seeing,” the Duke began dowly, searching what wine remained in his cup
for the proper words of description. "The previous High Priest of the god had not been ayoung man for
the last two or three decades, so his being called Home came as a surprise to no one. What did come as
asurprise, however, was the identity of the man chosen as successor to the old High Priest. The man was
agood ded younger than was usud, not yet into his under-fourth decade, and not even of the Purist
faction that had been the source of the last two dozen High Priests at the very least. The man had been
Brother Nimram before the anointing, and afterward choseto call himsdlf HisHolinessNimram 1.



"We who heard of it were surprised-and some few shocked-to |learn that awhole man had been seated
as High Priet, but there was no true law, either secular or clerical, againgt it, and our preferences and
opinions had not been invited. A number of the older counts and barons, more than shocked, sent a
delegation to the old King asking that he ingtruct the prieststo seeto it that their new High Priest be
immediately neutered like his predecessors. In their opinion it was not only tradition, you see, but far
safer with so powerful an organization asthe far-flung Servants of Grail, but the delegation arrived to find
themsdvestoo late. King Klieant 1V had, in his senility, gone hunting againgt the advice of his physcians,
and had falen so serioudy ill from the outing that he lay closer to desth than to life.”

"It soundsto meliketheluck of Grail was on the Sde of hisHigh Priest,” Kylin said with achuckle,
sipping now at the wine that wasfar better than held expected it to be.

"Even aman who has no intentions of using his equipment prefers having it left intact to dlow him the
option of changing hismind."

"Some of usfound the thing as amusing as you do now," the Duke said, staring soberly at his son.
"Nimram's timing was a stroke of luck for his manhood, and became even more than that. The delegation
turned then to the Crown Prince, but Prince Lillint wastoo ill over hisfather'simpending degth to lisen to
them or even to see them, and then the Prince was abruptly done with listening or seeing of any sort. The
middle-aged but very ddlicate Crown Prince went out for abit of fresh air in his carriage, his Guard dert
al around him, and there was a terrible accident. Somehow astarving tree cat dropped into his open
carriage from the overhead branches of the forest trail, and by the time his Guard reached him the Crown
Prince waan't screaming any longer.”

"I remember hearing about that," Kylin said with more introspection, holding his cup now with both
hands. "I was herein the east then, outlaw-hunting with some friends of minewho are King's Fighters
from thisdigtrict, and the first word brought by the crier-galopers was that Prince Lillint was dead before
hisfather. We dl expected Prince Traffisto be confirmed as heir in his place, and then we heard that
Prince Imfar had returned out of the blue from wherever held been, and as elder to Traffis had been
named heir in hisplace. | heard later it was anear thing: three more days and Traffis would have been
confirmed Crown Prince and Imfar, elder or not, would have been out of luck.”

"Yes, luck," Duke Trame mused, thistime relishing the word. "Asluck would haveit Imfar did returnin
time, and only afew days after Traffis had sent the delegation packing, their ears fill ringing with Traffis
denunciation of their "sacrilegious intentions. The new Holy Father was not to be commented about or
criticized by any group of men as"lustfully vulgar" asthe members of the delegation and the rest of the
nobility they represented, and Traffis was outraged that they'd dared to approach him with such a
shameful and appalling demand.”

"Evon's Stedl protect us," Kylin sghed, shaking hishead. "King Klieant, you've dways said, gave
courtesy and respect to Grail for the sake of the people of his kingdom, but it doesn't sound asthough
Traffisfollowed hisfather'sinclination to honor Evon above dl other gods. He can't be much of afighter
if hissteel hasn't been dedicated to Evon, Bfesser of Blades.”

"Heisn't much of afighter, and never was," the Duke agreed, swallowing agrimace dong with hiswine.
"Hewaslivid when Imfar appeared, of course, but there was nothing he could do to get rid of him again,
Imfar had spent the years he'd been gone making aname for himsdlf asafighter, and hed been only a
couple of weeks over the border from Zeran when he heard of Lillint's desth. Hed stayed away that long
because held never been ableto consider Lillint as King without getting sSick to his ssomach, but Lillint
wasthe elder of them and Imfar refused to dishonor hisfather by disputing Lillint'sclam. When he
showed up the Council was delighted, and confirmed him so fast it made peopl€'s heads spin.”



"Meaning they didnt like Traffis any morethan anyonedse" Kylin said, thistime nodding. "I've heard
he's the sort who's never happy unless he's making sacrifices of one kind or another-or making other
peopleslives miserable. Since he wasn't likely to become King no one cared - until Lillint died. There
were alot of people sweeting then, | cantell you."

"For more reasons than you know," Duke Trame said, rising to get the wine pitcher and bring it back
with him. "After Imfar was declared heir the delegation concerned about Nimram returned to the capita
city, but they till didn't get the answer they werelooking for. Imfar heard them out courteoudy, then
explained his pogtion. Asafighting man and follower of Evon, he had never gotten involved with Grall
beyond knowing what hisfather's fedings about the religion were. Hisfather had honored Grail for the
sake of those peoplein the kingdom who worshiped the god, and other than that left the Servants entirely
aone. Klieant IV had been acknowledged a great king even by his enemies, and when Imfar became
Klieant V, heintended trying to emulate hisfather in every way possible. If circumstances changed, or the
delegation could find proof that the situation was harmful to the kingdom he would reconsider his
decison, but until then Imfar had to refuse to do as the delegation asked.”

"That sounds like the reasonable man everyone now knowsthe King to be," Kylin said, watching his
father closdy.

"Why do | get the feding you would have been happier with an unreasonable decison”?'

"There are some things aman can't afford to be reasonable about,” the Duke said, gesturing vaguely with
hiswine cup. "Imfar is making agood king, but how are we supposed to find hard evidence to support
observations, deductions and suspicions? It took alot of months before the old king died, and by the
time of the coronation Rilfe and | had noticed enough oddities to come to the same conclusions.

"To begin with, Nimram wasn't the old High Priest’'s choice as a successor. Rilfeand | had both made
discreet inquiries, and our individua efforts had turned up nothing more about that than the fact that three
of those who would have had strong Purist backing for High Priest had met with serious-and
fatal-accidentsjust before the old High Priest took aturn for the worse. Because of that the Puristswere
divided and unsure, which let Nimram's followers walk in and take over. His people were the younger
priests, the ones who went out preaching and teaching, ones who hadn't yet decided to give up their
manhood in order to join the Purists and gain advancement. Until then the Purists had been the hierarchy
of thereligion, but the unexpected coup knocked them out of power.

"After learning that, Rilfe and | had again done the same thing-which was investigating what the Servants
of Grall had been teaching over the past years. What they taught when | was aboy - and for generations
before that - was either helpful or innocuous. They taught the offspring of nobility their letters and sums,
art and literature, history and science and, with the permission of the nobility, schooled promising
peasants in smple reading and counting. They aso preached their religion to the peasants, of course, and
to the ladies of noble houses who could not join their husbands and fathersin paying homage to Evon.
Some of the Servants were dso physicians, and these usually established themselvesin villages.

"It took alot of effort and roundabout inquiry, but I, and Rilfe on his own, discovered that the teaching
and preaching had changed over recent years. The people were being told that because of theinfluence
of Evon on thar lords, they were being forced into lives of sin that would never et them go Home after
their final send offs. New rules of conduct have been brought up and insisted on, and after years of being
lectured and preached at, the people are beginning to believe in them. They've aso been told, over the
last five years or so, that no king who didn't bow solely to Grail could possibly have his peopl€'s best
interests at heart.”

"Wait aminute,” Kylin said with afrown, leaning forward in hischair. "Over the last five years? But that



means they started their preaching three years before the old King reached his deathbed. Lillint was
Crown Prince then, and wasn't he primarily afollower of Millis?"

"Millis the Overindulgent and Squeamish?' Duke Trame asked with asnort of scorn. "Yes, Lillint found
Millis an excellent patron god, and visited histemple on aregular basis. I've heard it said the temple
priests spray perfume ingtead of burning incense.”

"But that doesn't make any sense,”" Kylininssted, his expression showing his annoyance. "Why would the
Servants preach what they did, when the only prince who followed Grail was-"

"Treffis" the Dukefinished for him, nodding dowly. "A Traffiswho never announced hisfedings about
Grail until after his brother Lillint was dead. Y ou see now how the picture was drawn for Rilfe and
mysdf.”

"Fata accidents happen, and Nimram becomes High Priest,” Kylin said, settling back heavily. "The King
ends up very sick but not dead, just the way the old High Priest was, and then an accident takes the
Crown Prince. If Imfar hadn't turned up without warning, Traffiswould have been King. I'm surprised
Imfar didn't meet with any accidents.”

"Hedmost did,” the Duke said grimly, drawing asharp look from hisson. "A horse going suddenly and
unexpectedly wild under him, an arrow flying wrong on the Palace Guards practicefield, one or two
other incidents everyone knows about, and Evon aone knows how many unmentioned. If Imfar hadn't
been as good as he was, he would have been as dead as Lillint. And before you ask, no, he won't
believe any of it was done on purpose. Any fighting man knows how likely accidents are, that'swhy we
try being prepared for them, and Imfar isafighting man. End of story, end of suspicions.”

"And once hewas crowned King, hewas safe,” Kylin said after swalowing at hiswine. "He may not
have produced any legitimate issue as yet, but the number of sons he left scattered over this continent
alone guarantees that Traffis can never be considered his heir. The Council has been known to recognize
abastard over abrother before this, just to make sure younger brothers of kings don't get any idess. Ian't
it too bad Nimram's plans didn't work out.”

"Nimram'sfirst plansdidn't work out,” Duke Trame corrected, showing none of the pleased relief hisson
did. "Traffis disappeared right after the coronation-only to show up again with an army and aclaim for
the throne. It'stoo bad you never met Treffis, or you'd know how unlikely it isthat he thought of the
claim and the effort on hisown. And that's not al that's been happening.”

Kylin nodded as he reached for the wine pitcher, knowing hisfather wasfinaly getting to the nub of
things. He il didn't know what part he was supposed to play in al that, but he didn't doubt for a minute
that he did have apart.

"Duke Rilfe came to the coronation out of duty, not because of any desireto celebrate,” the Duke of the
west said, hiswords heavy with commiseration. "He had just lost his eldest son to alegitimate accident,
but the incident had started him thinking. His second son had become his heir, but dthough the boy was
well-liked and noblein spirit aswell as by birth, he was too trusting and not as skilled as he should have
been with ablade. With Rilfe'sthird and fourth sons gone off to see the world and no word of them
having come back for years, it occurred to him to wonder what would happen if hislast male heir met
with afataity. We knew nothing of theimpending war then, you understand, but Rilfésinvestigationsinto
Nimram's doings had made him suspicious.

"We taked the problem over together, and decided that what had served Nimram so well in the past
would likely serve him well again. Under the proper circumstances, having his own people declared heir
to one or more of the reigning Dukes would, after those Dukes were put out of theway, give Nimram



control of asignificant portion of the kingdom through his pawn or pawns. We agreed to be on the
lookout for that, and also agreed on aplan of action if it turned out we were anticipating rather than
worrying needlesdy. Four weeks ago, | recelved word that Rymar, Rilfe's son and heir, had met with an
‘accident."

"I don't think I'm following this™" Kylin said with asmall head shake and afrown. "I can seethat Nimram
isbehind Traffis warring even though he publicly made an gpped to the "misguided” to stop fighting and
go back where they came from, but what good would it do him to have Duke Rilfe's heir killed? Unless

he has one of the Duke's missing sons astightly as he has Traffis, how would he gain control of the

duchy?"

"He may or may not have one of Rilfessons,” the Duke answered with ashrug. "What Rilfe has, though,
isthree daughters, one of whom is of more than marriageable age. She's been living with an aunt for years
now, and would have been properly married off long ago if her aunt hadn't advised Rilfe againgt it. The
girl wasn't ready, the woman kept ingsting, but now she hasto be ready. The only way Rilfe can have a
suitable heir isto marry the girl to the man of his choice. Before she ends up in Nimram's clutches, and
married to someone of the High Priest's choosing.”

"Something the High Priest would probably have no trouble arranging,” Kylin said in disgust. "Delicate
little thingsthat just aren't ready for marriage usudly spend al their time praying and doing just what their
pries tellsthem to do. This, | takeit, iswhy you were unhappy about my-multiple activities before first
snow. I'm the one you've chosen to marry Duke Rilfe's daughter.”

"The choice wasnt mineaone," hisfather said with asmile, traces of pride coming through again. "Rilfe
saw you fight in the masked competition last year at the King's birthday celebration, and was very
impressed when | told him you were my son. That was when the decision was made as to which of my
sonswould marry hisdaughter, and | can't say | blame him. I've been given reason to be very proud of
al of your brothers, but you, more than any of them, remind me of me when | wasyoung. Areyou willing
to accept the choosing?”’

"After abuildup like that, how can | refuse?" the young Fighter asked with alaugh, causing hisfather to
join him, then he shook hisheed. "All joking aside, | find myself very flattered, Father. | won't say I'll try
to beworthy of your confidence and Duke Rilfe's, but only because | think you know | will. | hadn't been
thinking interms of settling down, but if I'm willing to give my life for the kingdom, how can | refuseto
givethe service of body parts? | know it doesn't matter, but what doesthe girl look like?!

"That | can tell you from persond observation,” the Duke said, grinning as he chuckled to himsdf- "I met
the young lady abouit five years ago, having come visiting myself when she paid avist home. Shewas
about sixteen then, taler than you would expect and pretty, with bright gray eyes. She hardly said aword
during the visit, dmost as though she were afraid of saying the wrong thing, so you don't have to worry
about endless chatter. | can also remember how uncomfortable she seemed in her gowns, as though she
was used to wearing lessfinery in her aunt's house, which was dso agood sign. Shewon't be forever
pestering you for additionsto her wardrobe.”

"Quigt, shy, and hardly a spectacular beauty,” Kylin said with asigh, twirling hiswine thoughtfully inits
cup. "l was hoping for adifferent sort of woman, but | suppose that's why night houses arein business. If
she cries on our wedding night, remembering the houses should kegp me from crying with her.”

"Aslong asyou'rediscreet,” hisfather said with alaugh, pleased with how his son had so far taken the
plans. "A man owes hiswife condgderation if nothing else, and rubbing her nosein hisaffairsis stupid as
well as boorish. But there's one other thing you have to know before you take the road to Gensea.”



Kylin raised hisbrowsin confusion, wondering why hisfather was suddenly looking both uncomfortable
and covertly amused. If it wastrue that he was that much like hisfather, the sight of amusement worried
him more than the sight of sobriety would.

"Kylin, you have to understand it'savirtud certainty that Rilfeand I, at the very least, are being
watched," the Duke said, rubbing at hisface with two of hisfingers. "That's one of the reasons| arranged
to meet you here, whereit isn't likely I'll be known, and at atime when no one knows I've dipped away.
Being seen talking with my son would hardly appear suspiciousto awatcher, but Kylin - most people
don't know you as my son. I'm told you use the Band name of Kylin Difres when you fight, for our home
city of Difresent, and when you fight &t a celebration where you might be recognized, you fight masked."

"Being a Duke's son among King's Fighters can be more than awkward. Father," the young man said
quietly, making no more than a statement, nothing of an excuse. "1 had no reason to believe I'd ever be
more than an unimportant fourth son, and | wasn't about to trade the chance of true, close friendshipsfor
the privilege of being caled 'my lord.™

"Asl said, you continualy remind me of me," the older man remarked with something of asmile. "The
point | was trying to make was a point, not a criticism. People know | have a son Kylin and adso what he
lookslike, but they don't know that he and Kylin Difres are one and the same person. Duke Rilfeand |
think it would be best if they didn't find it out until after the wedding.”

"I'm beginning to think thiswineis more potent than | was expecting,” the Fighter said, glancingin
confusion at the cup he held. "What's the difference between before and after, and why would anyone
cae?'

"Y ou don't think Nimram would careif he learned that Rilfe's girl was about to be married to awell
known King's Fighter?' Duke Trame asked with asnort. "Are you under the impression he's forgotten
what happened when hetried histricks against your brothers? Setting up an accident againgt
watchfulness and skill doesn't work well, and he won't be eager to face the necessity again. If hethinks
you're likely to be troublesometo him, | doubt if helll hesitate over killing the girl, and then waiting until
her next younger Sster reaches marrying age.”

"That spawn of diseased privates” the Fighter fumed, hislight eyesblazing eveninthedim firdight. "The
craven are dways eager to take on the helpless! But Father, won't he do that anyway as soon as he
learnsthe girl is about to be married to someone who isn't his? He can't afford to let that happen.”

"He can afford to let it happen if he believes he can change the Situation any time he caresto,” hisfather
countered with satisfied secretiveness, that covert amusement sneaking back again. "If he comesto the
conclusion that the lady's new husband will be easy prey as soon as he has an acceptable substitute
available, the High Priest will dlow the marriage to take place. And don't forget - his favorite way of
handling that sort of Stuation isthe way he did it with the King. First helet everyonethink Lillint was heir,
then he arranged for the King to fdl ill - which we're convinced he did do - and then he did away with
Lillint, leaving his pawn in a position to take over when the King died. Hell do the samein Gensea, with
someone dl ready to marry your widow once Rifeistooill to object - but only if he believesit won't be
hard to do."

"So my best bet will beto pretend | don't know one end of asword from the other," Kylin pounced,
suddenly seeing the point. "Being quiet and overly mannerly dso ought to help, in fact I'm sureit will.
That'swhat you weretrying to tell me, isn't it, Father?'

"Not exactly," the Duke murmured, once again aware of the width of his son's shoulders, the Fighter's
gride he used when he walked, the easy challenge usudly to be seenin hiseyes. "Y our smply pretending



to be unskilled with asword isn't likely to work, I'm afraid. Nimram isn't stupid, so we have to assume
his agents aren't either. How quickly would you believe that aman of your proportions wasn't
blade-skilled smply because he claimed not to be?"

"About as quickly asthat unattached fighter down in the court believed it,” Kylin said sourly, leaning back
inhischair again. "l went out with the intention of smply warming up, but | had barely worked up a
swest before he - chdlenged me. At first | tried hinting | wasn't very good and so preferred passing on
the challenge, but that made him even more eager to face me. It was something about those girls, | think,
and hiswanting to look like atrue Blade. Too bad for him it didn't work out that way. So what do we
do, sneak mein robed and cowled, or do | have to be delivered in abox?'

"What you have to do isarrive openly, meet everyone, and still arouse no suspicion,” hisfather said, and
thistime there was no doubt whatsoever about the amusement he felt. "Thereisaway of accomplishing
that, which will, at the sametime, explain why you've spent more time away from home over the past
yearsthan any of your brothers. Without your saying aword, peoplewill know it was because | couldn't
bear the sight of you."

"Thistime| don't think | want to know what you're talking about,” Kylin said, very suddenly wary and
cautioudy unmoving in hischair. ™Y ou could be saying you intend passing me off asaworthless drifter,
but somehow | havethefeding that isn't it."

"It dways pleases afather to see sgns of inteligencein hisson," the Duke replied, completely unableto
keep himsdlf from chuckling. "Kylin, consider how manly and able your brothers are, and how painful it
would be for aman like myself to accept the fact that | had sired a son who wasn't. | would certainly do
everything in my power to keep him out of my sght and away from the people whose opinions | valued,
just as any man with sense would. Now consider aswell what | would do if | had once been very close
to someone but now considered him ablood enemy, and he attempted to hold me to aword given while
weweredill friends. If | had pledged one of my sonsin marriage to his eldest daughter, and now he
demanded | uphold that pledge because he has no other recourse, which of my sonsdo you think I'd
send? Congdering my well-known vindictiveness, which onewould it be?"

Kylin Difres, high ranking King's Fighter and fourth son of Trame, Duke of Arthil, sat in hischair with his
eyes closad, one hand attempting to shield those eyesfrom avery painful but inescapable sght.
Objectively he knew the joke would be riotoudy funny, but somehow he couldn't get into the objective
Spirit of thething.

"It seems safe to assume Duke Rilfe aready knowswhat will beriding into his courtyard to clam his
daughter,” Kylin said after amoment, well beyond sighing.

"I hadn't known you two were pretending to feud.”

"There are more than enough who do know," hisfather answered, now with only faintly amused
compassionin hisvoice. "Everything fdl into place very nestly at the coronation, so we began thefeud
then. Hell be furioudy outraged when you show up, but he's aready registered the betrothd at the King's
court, o hell have no choice but to alow the wedding to proceed as scheduled. After the marriageis
consummated you'll be publicly declared Rilfe's heir, and then you'll be free to show your true colors. The
girl will be safethen - after dl, evenif she died you would till beleft as heir - and any attempts should be
againg you. It may well prove more dangerous than fighting two wars a once, so you'll need your wits
about you &t dl times.”

"From then on until Nimram falls" Kylin said with agrimace, dropping his hand so that he might look at
hisfather again. "Y ou've spoken of the investigations you and Duke Rilfe have carried out, but you



haven't said anything about what you're doing to counter the influence of the Servants among the people.
Y ou certainly can't just leave them where they are and expect to be able to defeat their High Priest.”

"Would you like to tell me how were supposed to do anything a al to priests of Grail without having the
peasantry rise up againgt us?' the Duke demanded, al amusement and compassion gone, his eyes blazing
inafamiliar way. "No onewho isn't blade - skilled follows Evon, and even his priests swing stedl; how
quickly do you think those followers of Evon would give up ones of their own to followers of Grail ? It
works exactly the samein reverse, Kylin, and we can't see striking down half avillage or morein order
to take one priest - who isn't irreplaceable. We want to save our people from Nimram, not feed him their
blood."

"Then we need to spend some thought on how to discredit him and histeachingsin the villages,” Kylin
sad, putting his cup aside before rising to hisfeet. "From what you'vetold me, I'd be surprised if His
Holinesswasn't planning agenera uprising-scheduled for the proper time, of course.”

"That goes without saying," hisfather agreed as he, too, roseto hisfeet. "It happensto be one of the
major reasons for this charade we're about to enter into. Acting openly against Nimram now will likely
force his hand, and we can't afford to do that. If the people rise up we may be able to put them down
again, but if so, what will we have [eft? And what will we have to feed our armieswhilethey fight Traffis
and the Zeranes=?"

"| can fed the net closing from al around, but smply standing there with swords sheathed won't get us
anything but taken," Kylin said with an annoyed head shake.

"There hasto be away out of thetrap.”

"Y ou can turn your attention to the problem once you've been declared Rilfés heir," hisfather said,
clapping him briskly on the shoulder. "Right now well be leaving thisinn, meto return to the' war
awaiting me, you to find your new escort which is encamped off the highway south of here. They'll be
watching for you, and will help you changeinto your new persondity. Two of the three arefighters, and
will therefore pretend to be your bodyguard; the third is Jestrion, who will supposedly be your body
servant, but who will actually be arole modd for your new character.”

"Jestrion!™ Kylin said with agroan, clearly remembering the son of an old house servant who had begged
hislord not to put said son out into the world aone. Jestrion was usualy given enough tasks to occupy
him out of sight any time the Duke had guests, but everyone who lived in or had grown up in the Duke's
cadtle knew him well enough. ..

"Try to bear in mind how short atime you'll need to keep up the pretense,” hisfather urged, trying,
himself, to keep down amusement. " The wedding ceremony will be held as soon after your arrivd as
possible, and that should give you just enough time to have some fun. And think of the surprise your bride
will have on your wedding night. And after you've been declared heir, you'll know which of Rilfes
advisors and commanders can be trusted and which can't. And d<o..."

Hisfather continued on with the list of benefits his masquerade would bring to him, but Kylin alowed
himsdlf to be conducted to histunic and swordbelt and then to the door without finding the enthusiasm his
father was trying to generate. He knew well enough that he had to go through with it, but he knew
something e'se aswell: he would not be spending that night with his new "escort.” As soon as darkness
fdl hewould return to theinn, to collect the winnings promised him by the adoring inn girlsfor hisvictory.
Without doubt he'd need at least that to see him through the next weeks; as things were about to stand, it
wasn't likely held find another opportunity.



Chapter Three

It was getting on toward dusk when we camein sght of theinn, and that, predictably, set Timper off.
He'd been doing hisusua slent groaning during that day's ride, having learned how much good
complaining doud to me did him, but getting alook at that inn was more than he could stand.

"Please, my lady, | beg you to let us stop therefor the night!" he jumped in at once, trying not to give me
achanceto say we were going on asusua until full dark. "There's no doubt that well reach the city
tomorrow, and your father's castleliesjust beyond it. | would be very grateful if | wereto arrive there
with one adequate night's deep behind me.”

"I can see now why it took you almost six weeksto come north,” | remarked, tugging a my collar alittle
againg the warmth of the air. Only three visits home over the last ten years had |eft me unused to the
climate of the south, and traveling from the north asfast as we had, Ieft my blood remembering thetall
end of cold. I should have preferred continuing on and camping out again, but | discovered | was astired
of trall fare as Timper was of degping on the ground.

"With the return trip taking barely four, weve certainly earned theright to one night of comfort,” the
courier perssted, trying to sound more firm than coaxing. "And think of al the gold we've saved, having
come without escort and having stopped at dmost no other inns. And this close to your father's city, the
King's Fightersleave agood ded of the patralling to the City Guard, who might not be abroad at thislate
an hour. Surdly the blessing of safe, uneventful degpisworth..."

"Al! right, dl right, you've convinced me" | interrupted the flow with an inner sgh, knowing | would
probably get no deep that night no matter where | was, and therefore might appreciate being in aplace
with drinkables. The next day | would be home, and I'd taken to wondering just exactly how my father
would fed about what 1'd made of my life until then. | knew him asaman filled with alot of love and
kindness, but he was a so aman who knew who he was and what he wanted. My aunt Illi had always
sad | wasjust like him, but not at timeswhen she was trying to compliment me.

"My lady hasthis unworthy courier's undying gratitude,” Timper burbled, and | would have been agood
ded happier if it had been sarcasm rather than sincerity in hisvoice. "Please follow me, and I'll have us
settled in with dl the speed due your station.”

"No station or no stop,” | told him bluntly as he gathered hisreins, ready to try urging his poor gelding on
to match the pace of my stalion again. "Either we Stay at that inn as no more than two anonymous
travelers, or we don't stay at that inn. I'd like my arrival a hometo be a surprise to everyone."

"Oh, very well," he surrendered with asigh, annoyed with me but not about to say so. " Two anonymous
travelersit shdl be. I, however, mean to have the best of their accommodations, and insst that you have
the same. Y our father would be furiouswith meif | wereto alow anything ese.”

"Aslong aswe discuss anything but my father and my station once we're in there, you've got aded,"” |
agreed, hoping he had enough sense to remember the deal when we wereinside. Casud questioning over
the past few weeks had shown me he knew nothing about the "accident” my brother had had, except that
he thought it really had been an accident. It was enough that | knew better; if my father wanted Timper to
know, he could tell him himsdif.

Theinn had awide road leading to it from the highway, and as soon as we reached the front door a boy
appeared from around the side of the building to take our horses. Timper didn't quite grumble aloud

when he gave the boy ahandful of coppers, but I could see he still wasn't happy about parting with what
he obvioudy considered tribute. Tipping for above-routine service was a concept he found entirely dien,



50 I'd had to tdll him that the coppers were for the danger the stable boys faced in handling my stalion.
Sincewed dmost logt the first stable boy he knew the danger was real enough, and that had kept him
amogt quiet the next couple of times.

Thislatest stable boy seemed to know the proper way of soothing awar horse while at the sametime
staying out of hisreach, but | sill watched them gone around the comer before turning to the house - only
to find that Timper had already disappeared inside. | grinned as| redlized he wasn't taking any chances
that I'd change my mind, and followed along after wishing | could pretend | had. Doing something like
that with astraight faceisalot of fun, but not with someone like my father's courier. The man hadn't the
dightest trace of asense of humor, and | redlly hate seeing agrown man cry.

Thefront door of the inn gave accessto awide entrance hal of rough wood with a counter toward its
back, an open staircase to the left, and a double doorway |eading to dining tablesto the right. Lamplight
showed the place to be alittle above average as far as neat and clean was concerned, which meant
Timper stood in front of the counter trying not to touch anything. He was talking to a youngish man who
stood behind the counter in a stained apron, and was trying to ignore the stares and snickers of two
othersin tan leather who lounged in front of the counter and leaned onit.

"... rooms must be clean and private and have workable locks,” the courier was saying, his prissy
manner giving the three men aredly good time. "I'm traveling with alady, and her comfort must be
consdered above dl else. Wewill aso takeamed in your dining room, and | expect it to be well above
standard guest fare. Do you have dl that?"

"Oh, yes, gr, | certainly do,” the one behind the counter said very serioudly, causing the loungers on the
outsdeto snicker even harder. "Thislady you're traveling with - is she yours, or will you be needing the
services of one of our girls? | need to know in order to make the arrangements.”

"If the lady were mine, why would | have taken two rooms?’ Timper demanded, and even from where |
stood | could tell he was blushing furioudy - which was, after al, the reason held been asked the
question. "Asfar asthe services of your-girls-go, you needn't worry about that. As| am the escort and
protector of thelady, | must be available at dl times.”

"And one of the girls here would sure make you unavailable," one of the two loungers said, causing the
other to laugh and the onein the gpron to smirk. "That is, if you knew what to do with her. Somehow |
get the fedling you're as good with girls as you are a protecting. Maybe we ought to find out just how
good that is."

The second of the two laughed again, thistime with anticipation, both of them caressing sword hiltswith
open pams. They'd seen that Timper was unarmed and werein the mood for alittle fun, and the set of
his shoulders said the young courier had redlized ignoring the two would do no good at al. His continuing
dlence said he dso didn't know what to do in place of ignoring them, but that wasn't ahard question to
answe.

"Sinceyou asked, I'll tell you how good a protector heis," | said, causing the two with swordsto turn
their heads, and the aproned oneto look up. "I've found him excellent as a protector, and we've come a
good long way. If anyone should know, | should.”

The one behind the counter grinned and glanced a his friends, expecting them to be sharing his
amusement, but apparently they'd traveled allittle more widdly than he had. The two toughs were staring
at my black leasthers and silver meddlion, and their faces had turned sober and the least bit pale. They
watched carefully as | moved closer, then the one who had done the talking raised his hand to point.

"The Silver Gleaming Company,” he said, drawing anod from hisfriend, hisvoice softer than it had been.



"I'll say they've comealong way."

"What'swrong with you two?" the onein the apron demanded, unhappy about being done out of hisfun.
"Why would we care what arag in man's clothes hasto say?'

"Shut your mouth, fool!" thefirst bravo hissed while the second winced, both of them suddenly nervous.
"Don't you know a Blade of a Sword Company when you see one? Don't you know what it takes to be
aBlade of a Sword Company?*

"Not as much asit takes to be amember of aFi<t," the second one said, staring hard at my medallion” as
he swalowed. "Gist and me joined a Company green, so we know what it'sal about. Female Blades
gotta be better'n the males, or they can't handleit. Y ou talk loud to her, you do it alone."

The one behind the counter had gone wide-eyed and even pagtier than his friends, and seeing my thumbs
in my swordbelt redly seemed to bother him. Asfar asbeing loud goes he no longer seemed to have the
inclination, but there was dtill something left to say.

"| think you gentlemen owe my friend an gpology for bothering him,” | observed, keeping the suggestion
cam and quiet. "If he wasn't more easygoing than | am, held be the one needing to apologize to you - or
what was |eft of you."

The three tough types couldn't get the words out fast enough to Timper, al of it running together ina
gabble, and then they wereinterrupted by the arriva of an older, heavier man in an gpron. He waddled
up and sternly shooed away the two loafers and their friend, then turned awarm smile on Timper. The
courier repeated his requirementsin avery subdued way, paid over the gold he was courteoudy asked
for, then led the way to the right into the dining room where the innkeeper had directed us. Our mesl
would be served as quickly as possible, we'd been assured, and until then we were invited to make
oursalves comfortably at home.

A good decade of tableswere dready filled with diners and drinkers, but we had no trouble finding one
inacorner that afforded some small amount of privacy. Timper stood until I'd taken the chair near the
wall, hisface oddly expressionless; once he sat, however, the ook in his eyes made up for what was
missing elsewhere.

"I must ask you to forgiveme," he said in alow, intense voice. "1'm forced to admit I'd begun doubting
your nobility, my lady, but now | can see how wrong | was. Y ou are atrue daughter to your noble father,
and | shdl never forget what you did for me."

"What I'm going to do isget violent if you cal methat again,” | answered just as softly, trying not to let
more than a corner of my annoyance show through. "Or if you mention my father again. Can't you find
anything seto tak about?"

"I'm no longer fooled by the brusqueness of your manner," he said with asuperior sniff, an unaccustomed
gmilecurving hislips. "It was you those ruffians feared, and yet it was to me you made them offer
gpologies, and me you made larger than lifein their eyes. | would not have expected such generosity from
one of your tender years, and the attitude does you greet credit. Y ou may be certain the effort will be
returned to you a hundredfold.”

| gave my attention to the serving girl who was approaching, and not only because | wanted a drink.
Timper had been the "older and wiser head" from the day weld left Fyerlin and on through the rest of the
trip, and | had long since run out of patience with the attitude. A tenth of a decade more of life hadn't
taught him anything worth knowing, but he wasn't the sort to understand or believe that. Treeting him a
times like agreen recruit had been the only way of fighting back, especially since he had the tendency to



jump when | barked.

Timper ordered a cup of very sweet wine and tried to get meto take the same, but | smply shook my
head and told the girl to bring the house brew and keep it coming. | wasin the mood for something raw
rather than refined, and for once the courier didn't argue very hard. He waited the five minutes until our
drinkswerein front of us and the girl was gone on her way, and then helooked a me with more curiosity
than held shown at any time during thetrip.

"Theblack legthers, | takeit, were what told those two of your-ah-calling,” he said, holding his cup with
the fingertips of both hands. "It was aso obvioudy your medallion that gave them your Company name,
but | fail to understand how they knew you to be amember of aFist."

"They saw the sapphire,” | explained, tasting my brew and getting a pleasant surprise. The inn's product
wasn't bad at dl, cold and crisp and well-balanced, considerably better than what northern inns usualy
offered. "When you become amember of aFist, you have the Fist's stone added to your medallion. That
tellseveryone you are part of aFist, and also which one you belong to. | would say those two didn't stay
around long enough to learn one from the other.”

"I-have d'so been wondering about the names of the Companies,” he said with anod, obvioudy having
decided to get all his questions answered at once. "I have very little knowledge about Sword Companies,
but shouldn't their names be a bit more-boastful or complimentary? If anything, they sound insulting.”

"They're supposed to be insulting - to whoever the Company fightsagaing,” | said, Stretching out long in
my chair to hide the amusement | fdt at hisignorance. "My Company wasthe Slver Gleaming - meaning
we were so much better than anyone we fought that al they would end with was sllver gleaming sted, not
asingle stregk of red marring it. The Crimson Rush and the Opened Throats mean the same, what their
Blades will do to whoever they're pitted againgt. It's boastful enough, if you look at it properly.”

"Oppodites, in amanner of spesking,” he said with another nod, sipping a hiswine. "Just asmy
impression was of the name those others called you. Soft and Gentle, indeed.”

His amusement was more of asmirk than achuckle, the outsider being part of insder secrets, but the
comment brought me memory of things | hadn't dlowed mysdlf to think about until then. Weld ridden
hard those past weeks, supposedly to get where we were going sooner, but riding quickly toward some
place meansyou'reriding just as quickly away from somewhere else.

| didn't need to look down at the silver medallion | woreto know it wasthere, just as| didn't need to
gtop to think about it to know it shouldn't have been. I'd resgned from the Silver Gleaming before leaving
Fyerlin, which meant the medallion picturing ashining sword ought to be packed away among the things
inmy saddle bags. That | till wore it was not smply amatter of habit, or precisely the fact that | wanted
my father to see everything I'd been a part of. Onething I'd been apart of, the most important thing, was
now only technically over; once | took off that medallion, though, it would be over for ever and ever.

| stared down into the tawny depthsfilling my goblet, thinking about the name Timper had mentioned.
Rull had been thefirgt to call me Soft and Gentle, when I'd formally met him and the others of the Figt,
amodt fiveyearsearlier. I'd just returned from avisit home, the last I'd made, as amatter of fact, and
hadn't had the faintest ideathat | was under consideration for healing abroken Fist. At onetime or
another I'd met and spoken with al four of them, but only in passing conversation or after afight, just talk
that Blades of the same Company engagein. A couple of them had teased me and the others had given
me pointers, and dthough | gave asgood as| got with theteasing, | listened carefully to the pointers and
remembered them for next time. When aBlade of aFist makes a suggestion on how to improve your
sword technique, you ignoreit only if you'reinterested in avery short career with your Company.



And | hadn't been interested in ashort career.

The second swallow of brew went down my throat as smoothly asthefirgt, but | discovered then that |
was losing the desire to drown painful memories and anticipations. Getting doshed doesn't solve your
problems, dl it doesis give you the added chore of having to face those problems while struggling with a
hangover. | could just see myself staggering into my father's castle, trying to get everyoneto keep their
voices down, trying to keep my earsfrom falling off, getting ready to announce that | was there to accept
being named my father'sher. ..

Timper asked if | would sharewhat | found so amusing, possibly thinking | waslaughing a him, so | told
him about one of the funnier incidents that had happened some years ago to another Company. He
smiled politely at the end of the story, showing again the sort of sense of humor he had, then cleared his
throat before leaning forward alittle.

"So that, you say, isthe reason why most mae Blades hesitate over joining a predominantly female Figt,"
he remarked in acasua way, trying to be worldly but at the same time keeping hisvoicelow to hide
embarrassment. "I do suppose one man with four femaeswould be rather - fatigued. Just asfatigued,
perhaps, as one femae with four males? With just as much danger of an undesirable - occurrence?’

Hewasn't quite meeting my eyes as he said that, and although he was tiptoeing around the barn, it was
farly clear he was asking a couple of very pointed questions. Under other circumstances | might not have
answered them, but if | were going to be my father's heir | was going to have to get used to questionslike
that- without getting angry over misconceptions and haf-truths.

"Timper, what went on with that Fist was the exception rather than therule,” | said, trying to keep the
words gentle. "What made their problem so funny was the fact that most mixed Fists have more sense
than to get that deeply involved in just that way. The femae Blades dl came from the eastern mountains,
where they were taught to use asword as soon as they could walk, but where they learned nothing at dl
about men. The male Blade was the sort who didn't belong in aFist, but who joined theirs because he
aso didn't understand that a Figt'sfirst purposeisfighting, not blanket-warming. He also didn't stop to
ask any questions, and the four girls had kept too much to themsalves after they came north to have
gotten the right answers before it wastoo late." , I'd thought | was being clear and concisein my
explanation, but the confusion showing on Timper'sface said | was taking too much knowledge on his
part for granted - especialy concerning male-fema e relationships. | wasn't used to knowing more about
that sort of thing than the men around me - most especialy not with men who were aso older - and for
thefirst timein anumber of years| began feding - uncomfortable.

"Maybeit would be easiest if | told you about my own experience,” | said, Sitting up Straighter in my chair
after clearing my throat. "Rull and Foist and Jak and Ham got to know me one a atime, and then they
cametogether to offer me aplacein their broken Fist. Their first consideration was my ability asaBlade
and how well | took helpful advice, and their second was how we dl got along together, how well our
persondlities blended. They told me that when they first began looking they weren't even considering
female Blades, but meeting me had made them change their minds.”

Very briefly an expression flickered across Timper's face, the sort of dirty-laugh skepticism most
outsders showed when they were told something like that, and just as briefly the surge of anger | felt got
the better of me.

"It happensto betrue!” | snapped, nearly to the growling point, and then | had control of it again. "When
aFig fights, their lives depend on how good each of their Blades are; choosing afifth that-will do nothing
more than save them night house fees would make them too stupid to survive very long. | joined the Fist
on the usua conditiona basisuntil wed been through the first battle together, and then we al declared



oursalves well-enough pleased to make the arrangement permanent. It wasn't until then that they made
surel'd had my Bluejuice.

"Bluejuice?" the courier echoed, trying very hard to keep his skepticiam to himsdf. "What in Home's
name might that be?"

"It'swhat those four from the eastern mountains hadn't had,” | said, hoping the general comment would
doit, but no such kick. | could see he till didn't understand, so | gestured vaguely with one hand. "It's
what al female Blades and alarge number of other northern women make use of, ablending of Zil fruit
and shore berries, which together make abluish mash. If afemae strainsit and drinks the juice, she's safe
from-accidents-until she drinksit asecond time. It's so old atradition in the north that most northern
marriage ceremonies have provison for the second drinking, so that the newly married couple will be
ableto havechildren...”

"What?' Timper exclaimed, so loud and outraged that most of the other peoplein the room turned to
dare at him. He noticed their looks and lowered hisvoice again, but his outrage was ill firmly in place
even though he fought to keep it down.

"I hope you will excuse my outburgt, but | find myself rather shocked,” he said, as though shocking him
wasn't very easily done. "I had no ideathose of the north were quite that depraved - Wdll, it makesno
never mind. We are returned home now to the south, praise be to all we hold holy, and need no longer
concern oursel ves with the doings of thelogt. Ladies of the south would never dream of indulging in such
scandaous behavior, and you, of course, are a heart alady of the south. Y ou need only be reminded of
the thing - which I'm sure your father will do for you - and wewill consider the matter merely asan
aspect of ablessing. With no possibility of an awkward-remembrance-of thetime, it will dl berather
quickly and thoroughly forgotten.”

He sat back astwo inn girls and a serving man reached us, the man carrying a heavily-laden board, the
girlsthereto serve usfromit. Breads and cheeses were transferred to our table with alarge lump of
butter, and then we were being given the bowls of fish soup, thin tendrils of steam till rising from them.
This part of our meal hadn't needed much preparing, and | was glad it wasthereevenif | did hatefish
soup. Timper was dready stuffing hisbig mouth, ending our conversation in amuch more pleasant way
than | had been about to end it, totally unaware of how close he had cometo the real shock of hislife.
What I'd been so happily a part of was depraved, and now that | was returned to the bosom of my loved
onesit would al be magnanimoudy forgotten? | was much more ready to forget Timper, and planned on
doing exactly that at the first opportunity.

The rest of the med was brought rather quickly, and was tasty enough to keep us occupied with
something other than talk. Timper stuffed himsalf to near-bursting, then had to excuse himsdlf rather
abruptly which, in my opinion, he more than deserved. Once hewas gone | finished my latest brew,
refused another, then left the house to visit the stable. My stdlion had been put in areinforced stall a short
distance from the other horses, and once I'd seen that he had everything he needed | took my saddlebags
and went back to theinn to find my room.

When the door was barred and | had gotten out of my leathers, | lay down on my back on the narrow
bed without blowing out the lamp, holding my meddlion up so that | could Sare at it awhile. Timper
would never know how close I'd come to telling him about something very important to me, so important
that if hed gone dl tiff-necked and insulting after hearing it | probably would have done something
very-unladylike - to him. I'd only been amatter of words away ...

When I'd become afull member of the Fist I'd been very young, not much experienced, and silently
bracing myself for whatever my Fistmates would come up with in theway of extra-bettle activities. I'd



known from the start that | wanted to be one of them no matter what | was called on to do, but when all
of them asked at once whether I'd had my Bluejuice, | felt the sort of nervousness 1'd only felt before
when my unit of the Company stood as reservesin an important fight. I'd wanted to do what was
expected of me, but I'd been afraid | wouldn't do it well enough and they'd be disappointed.

What had been expected of me at that point was going with them to anight house, just the way any other
new addition to the Fist would have done. None of them quite laughed out loud at my flustered surprise,
but they'd all known what | was thinking and had decided to show me | was just as much amember of
the Fist asthey were. Member, not blanket-warmer. It had been months before I'd gotten ataste of one
of them, and by then it was amatter of mutua curiosity with no "must” about it. I'd enjoyed Jak, and then
Ham, and then Foi<t, but we were al more likely to use the night house workers than pair off together,
and then I'd dmost casudly tried Rull....

Themedalion svung inavery smdl arc as| stared at it, the tiny sapphire glinting warmly, or at least
warmly to my eye. Rull was the one who had started our Fist, and continued to bethe best Blade init. If
any man was ever born to lead afighting unit and give pleasure to women without number he wasit, and
he'd been wise enough to know better than to try settling down. He didn't really mean more to me than
the others did - even though he was different - but the last couple or three weeks before I'd left held
become - distant but not unfriendly, removed despite being where he usudly was. I'd thought | could jolly
him out of whatever was bothering him, but he'd stubbornly refused to respond - and then he'd said what
he had -

| dropped the medallion on the bedside table, got up to blow out the lamp, then lay down again and
covered mysdlf despite the continuing warmth of the air. If | hadn't had a place to go and something to do
| would have fdt terribly lost and more hurt than if my family had been wiped out. Most people don't
choose death, and if it comesto them you can only mourn them, not blame them for leaving you all done.
In that way desth can be thought of as kinder than life, in that it doesn't withdraw part of your soul to
whereit continues on, only without you.

| closed my eyesthen with the decision that | would deep, just as| had learned to deep the night before
battle and even during hours of lull. I had things to do the next day, important things, and with a severed
soul or not, | would do them.

It was barely dawn when | pounded on Timper's door in passing, then continued on downstairs without
waiting to find out if he wasready, or even if held heard the summons. If he wasn't ready to go when |
was | would leave him, without regret and without excuse. That closeto the city of Genseathere wasn't
much that might happen to him, and | was al out of both patience and the protective urge asfar ashe
was concerned. If everyonein the duchy was like him, | would have turned off the highway aoneandina
new direction weeks earlier.

"Good morning, good morning,” the overweight innkeeper greeted me cheerfully from behind the counter,
rubbing his hands together. "The night passed peacefully for you, | trust?'

"For themost part,” | agreed, tossing him the key I'd been given the night before. "1 hadn't known your
inn had patrolling House Guards, and when | heard one outside my door it woke me. Y ou redlly should
let people know about things like that, or there could be an accident.”

"But-but we have no patrolling House Guards!" the man protested, glancing confusedly at the hilt my left
hand rested on as hisface paled. ™Y ou mean to say someone attempted to enter your room?"

"No, they smply stopped outside the door, paused for amoment, then went away," | said with afrown |
could fed, remembering how abruptly 1'd come awake and how quickly my sword had been drawn and



ready. If whoever had been out there had touched the door | would have known it, but all they'd done
waswak away againin no particular hurry. That was what had led me to believe it was a House Guard,
any other explanation made no senseat all.

"It must surely have been someone who searched for his own room, and cameto yoursin error,” the
innkeeper said, al a once vagtly relieved. If no one had tried bregking in, it couldn't possibly be
something to worry about. "Allow meto assure you, young miss, that ladies are quite safe in our duchy
no matter the difficulties they may face e sewhere. Perhapsit was no more than the urgings of adream.”

"Perhgpsit was," | allowed, knowing damned well it hadn't been amistake or adream. Someone
searching for aroom wouldn't have stopped like that unless he was drunk, and the footsteps had been
too even and sure for someone who had been drinking heavily. And if he had been drunk and confused,
why hadn't he tried the door? No, it hadn't been amistake and it certainly hadn't been adream, but that
meant | knew what it wasn't, not what it was. It could have been something totally innocuous, but
somehow | knew it was wiser not to believe that.

"You'll be breaking your fast with us before leaving, of course” the innkeeper said, back to rubbing his
hands and beaming. "Three choices of grain cered, eggsin four forms, cold chicken and fish, hot pork
and besf..."

"I'mafrad | haven't thetime," | said, cutting him off before he listed everything edible in the house and
outsideit. "A matter of duty, I'm sure you understand. When my companion makes an gppearance,
please tll him I've ridden on ahead and he needn't worry about catching up. He wasn't fedling quite well
last night, and if he finds he needs another day of rest, he'sto takeit.”

"Certainly, young miss, I'll do that very thing, but isn't he your escort?" the man half-protested, calling the
last of the words after me as | dready strode toward the door. "There are King's Fighters about and the
City Guard beginsits morning patrol earlier than this, but..."

"Then I'll clearly be perfectly safe,” | called back over my shoulder without dowing. "With al those able,
masculine Blades out there to protect me, how might | be anything ese?’

By that time | was out the door, which meant the innkeeper's comments were a an end whether or not
he wanted them to be. | shook my head as| rounded the house toward the stable, no longer wondering
as | once had why so many female Blades thought of themsdlves asin competition with male Blades
rather than as partnersto them. Mot of the male Blades | knew judged another Blade by skill, not by the
guestion of male or female, but those not part of our world seldom did the same. It took afemae Blade
with clenched teeth quite awhile to understand that the only men who would doubt her or bdlittle her
were the oneswho had no skill and ability of their own, those who were therefore afraid of her. Those
who were skilled a so had self-confidence, enough to welcome any equa just the same, regardless of
what their gender happened to be. Or possibly female Blades were welcomed alittle faster and a bit
more warmly; aman of high skill and wide ability istill aman, and awoman who can kegp up with him
isusudly moreinteresting to him than another man.

Those deeply philosophica thoughts kept me company while | saddied and bridled my mount, but were
aready replaced by the time | was back on the highway. The stable boy had been very relieved to have
that part of hisjob done for him, and had asked me how I'd managed to get so dangerous awar horseto
let me come near him. I'd explained that he'd been a gift to me from my aunt when hewas only acolt,
and I'd raised him and had even helped in histraining. That waswhy | was ableto give hisreinto
someone el se without worrying too much about whether or not they would manage to survive. Aslong as
they werefairly good with horses they would be tolerated by my big, red Bloodsheen, since hisrein had
been given them by me. Let anyone try to approach him on his own, though, and even aquick sword



might not be enough to save him.

Bloodsheen was fedling frisky that morning, which meant the highway disappeared under hishoovesat a
very satisfying pace. After a couple of hours we began encountering other traffic on the road, some going
in the same direction we were, somein the opposite direction. Those heading for the city were, for the
most part, farmers on wagons, bringing in specia produce of one sort or another that wasn't meant for
the city's markets and shops. Daily suppliers had been in the city since dawn, their deliveries made and
wagons probably empty by then, the farmers either lingering to make purchases of their own, or aready
on the road back home. In Gensea one bought and sold early and fresh or late and haf-spoiled, never
both if they dedlt in perishables. Northern climate was at times more flexible, and more pleasant for those
who didn't mind the times when snow rose to the barrdl of atall horse.

Coming from the city were more riders than wagons, among them couriers and those individua swho
preferred riding done. The mgority of riders came in company, though, some with friends, some with an
escort, and these were the ones who let their curiosity bring their eyesto me. Not al of them seemed to
know what my leathers and meda lion meant, in fact none of them but the mercenary escorts, and one
stem-faced member of a party frowned and tried calling me over to him. | smiled pleasantly and nodded
as| passed the place he'd stopped, then pretended | couldn't hear his shouted demands to come back. It
was only asuspicion on my part that he wanted to argue the fact of my riding aone, but it wastoo
pleasant amorning to ruin if it turned out | wasright.

The city gates were dready in sight by the time the Guard patrol passed me on its way back, the dust of
the road covering their mail the way | was sure it hadn't on theway out. | rated no more than aglance
from their unit leader asthey went by, which pleased me quite alot. There were too many placeswhere
Blades were stopped and questioned as soon as they appeared, their calling making them guilty even if
nothing had been done that they could be guilty of. Gensea may have been my home, but | was returning
to the duchy with the eyes and attitudes of a stranger, needing to learn about the place as though for the
firgt time. | hadn't yet seen enough of its people to be sure, but | was beginning to think | might like all
that sunshine and warmth.

When it didn't turn to airless heat on the streets of acity. Getting through the gates had just been a matter
of riding in, the Guards posted there inspecting me alittle more closely but still making no attempt to stop
me. My father's castle sood on the hill on the far side of the city and | could have reached it just aseasily
by riding around the outer walls, but I'd decided on the dower straight - line route rather than the faster
curving one so that | could first have acloser look a my father's people. In the course of time they would
be my people, much more than they wereright then, and | wanted to see them without their dinner
manners.

| quickly discovered that most people went by way of the widest Street because it was the widest, which
meant it took that many more wagons and hand-carts and tray-peddlers and walkers and urchins, which
brought it virtualy to a standdtill. Strangely enough most of those caught in the unhurried melee didn't
seem overly upst, asthough they ail had plenty of timeto get where they were going, and if they didn't
arrivefor another day or two, well, no real harm done. Once we were caught up in it with no way of
turning back, | found that Bloodsheen didn't fed quite the same.

Despite my hand on his neck and the murmured words that usualy calmed him, my mount was beginning
to bare histeeth and rear just alittle, not enough to hurt anyone who stayed back, but still avery clear
warning of worse to come. He didn't like the packed-in crowd, the noise that came at usfrom al
directions, the unfamiliar and well-mixed smells, the heet unrdlieved by the dightest breeze, and the
crawling pace to which we'd been reduced. For my part it worried me that the people around us didn't
seem to understand what being that close to awar horse meant, and acted as though Bloodsheen was



pulling awagon. They weretrying not to get in hisway to keep from being stepped on, but other than
that were totally unconcerned.

It took the laughing, screaming, yelling and pushing of half a dozen dirty-faced little boysto show mel
had no choice about finding another route. We were moving forward very dowly when they erupted from
the crowdsal around us, purposely trying to startle everyonein sight and hearing before shrilling laughter
and racing away again. Bloodsheen screamed and reared, determined to get at least one of thelittle
tormentors, and only the luck of Evon saved them fromit. The last thin body dipped past ahand-cart an
instant before a stedl-shod hoof crashed down onto the wood, leaving behind no more than splinters and
kindling, letting everyone know what would have happened if it had struck asmall, soft body instead.
Startled and frightened, the people suddenly began pulling back from us, and that was the moment | saw
thedleyway. | had no ideawhereit went, but | used the opportunity to go for it without hesitation.

The stone of the buildings so close on either Side of uswas only dightly better than the crowds asfar as
Bloodsheen was concerned, but once we'd trotted through the alley to the next street over he began to
cam down alittle. The street wasn't what could be considered deserted, not after what we'd gotten used
to in Fyerlin, but it gave us enough room to breathe and move without having to do it in someone else's
lap. Before coming into the city 1'd thought about stopping at atavern for something to eat and wet my
throat with, but by then al | wanted wasto find my way to the southern gate and out.

Which turned out to be not quite as easy astaking about it. The street the dleyway gave onto wasfilled
with shops and stals and the calm bustle of people, but rather than pardlding the main thoroughfare it
curved away to theright, then began twigting thisway and that. | stayed with it for awhileto seeif it
would decideto curve back again in thedirection | wanted, but when it began narrowing instead | had no
choice but to turn off. | guided Bloodsheen to the left, thinking to check on the condition of the
thoroughfare, but the street we took didn't lead to the thoroughfare. WWe came out on another street
instead, a street abit wider than the one we'd left but otherwise no different, and that was the real
beginning of it. I'd started getting us good and logt, but just hadn't yet redlized it.

| couldn't help noticing that dl the street-name posts were in place and in good repair, but knowing what
Street you're on and passing helps only when you know where you're going. There were walkers and
people with hand-carts moving around us, but when | stopped some of them to ask directionsthey all
seaemed to have different ideas as to where things were. Two or three of the people | tried to question
backed and ran, asthough afraid | was abouit to attack and rob them, and after the third instance | began
serioudy consdering doing just that to somebody. If | got lucky the City Guard would be caled out, and
then, at least, 1'd be found.

| was blotting again at the sweat on my face with my deeve and giving thanksto Evon that my mail was
rolled up behind my saddle rather than on me, when Bloodsheen came to an abrupt stop. | lowered my
arm to see that we'd somehow wandered into a dead-end court, the stone and wood backs of buildings
forming asilent canyon ahead, but that wasn't what had stopped my mount. Bloodsheen, atrained war
horse, knew better than to smply continue on toward people holding drawn swords without my signd,
and he hadn't yet been given that. My hand went to my hilt even as| glanced around, but it was
immediately obvious that the five men with their backs to me didn't even know | wasthere. They were
very busly watching aheavy wooden door in the building to the left, which just then began swinging
inward.

Not long after I'd first joined my Fist, Ham had tried lecturing me on the dangers of being too "nosy," as
hed put it. My perfectly natura curiosity had bothered him because of the trouble I'd sometimes found
duetoit, and although the lectures had eventualy ended when he got tired of wasting his breath, he had
never given up pestering me entirely. For my own part, I've dwaysfet that if Evon hadn't wanted us



investigating the odd or unusua, he wouldn't have appeared to the first Blades and taught them sword
"skill. With that in mind | did my sword noiselesdly free of its scabbard, then waited to see what would

happen next.

What happened was that the heavy door swung al the way inward, and the five outside gave astep or
two of ground to alow a sixth to back out among them. As soon as he had cleared the door, it became
obvious why held been moving so dowly: hisleft arm was wrapped around the throat of awoman, and
the dagger in hisright fist was poised a her Sde at rib height. That initself would have been odd enough,
but none of the six men were redlly paying attention to the woman. Their Staresremained on the
doorway, held by the man who stepped through after the one holding the woman captive.

From the reactions of the waiting and watching sx, you would have thought they consdered the seventh
man an incarnation of Evon himself. To my stranger's eye he fell somewhat short of that, but from the way
he moved there was no doubt about his being afighting man. The six gpparently chadlenging him worea
raggedy collection of homespun mixed with small amounts of leather, as though they believed the
presence of leather would add to whatever sword skill they had attained. The seventh wore nothing of
leather except for his boots, which were probably as expensive as hisfitted dark green trousers and short
jacket, and the white silk shirt showing snow-like in the sunlight. The woman wore a day-gown of gold
that companioned better with the seventh man's clothing than with that of her captors, and even from
where| sat | could seethat she was trembling.

"All right, I'm out here alone and you have me," the seventh man said to the others, hisright hand, closed
into afist, making not the dightest move toward the sword he wore. "There are enough of you to make
sure you won't have any trouble, so you can let the girl go.”

"We're the oneswho say who stays and who goes,” the man holding the girl denied, anervous grin of
satisfaction on what | could see of hisface. "You get rid 0" that swordbelt right there, and then step out
to where my friends can reach you. We don't let the girl gottill that happens.”

The saventh man looked as though he wanted to bare histeeth in asnarl, areaction to al the things he
couldn't do. He probably didn't believe they'd rel ease the woman any morethan | did, but if he refused to
obey the commands he'd been given she would have no chance at dl. He glanced around at the Six men
garing a him, al of whom weretaler and larger than he, and then his hands began rising dowly to his
swordbelt. In another minute he would be disarmed, but I'd decided not to give that confrontation
another minute,

There are certain limes in battle when your opponents are just short of being rattled and ready to break,
needing only one more push to send them over the edge. Different Fists use different means of delivering
that push, but our Fist had dways been partid to suddenly charging in from five attack pointswith
piercing whistles, very much like the scresms of hunting hawks. 1'd ways found the tactic to berdliable
and effective, but the sx bravosin the court found it alot more than that.

A touch of my hedlsto Bloodsheen's sides sent him happily and eagerly forward, the sound of my
ear-gplitting whistle telling him joyous battle was about to start. The five men with swords nearly fell all
over themselveswhirling at the double sound of hooves and attack cry, and even the sixth dmost lost his
hold on the woman captive, so fast did his head snap around. Most of them did nothing more than stare
at me gape-mouthed as | charged forward, showing how battle-experienced they redly were, but the
seventh man didn't have their trouble. His startlement lasted no more than seconds, and then he jumped
to the man holding the woman and pulled her out of ashock-loosened grip. By then | wasjust about in
amongst them, and there was no more time for paying attention to anything other than fighting.

Bloodsheen claimed firgt contact with his hooves and teeth, but my swordstroke didn't follow much



behind his attack. Two men went down fast with screams, and then | was out of the saddle and fighting
on foot, a necessary gesture with opponents like those. The ones smply holding their swordsin front of
them like talismans of luck quickly found it didn't work that way, and those who actually managed to
swing their stedl didn't fare much better. In what seemed like the blink of an eyel wasdownto afina
opponent, one frightened enough to try carrying the attack to me, but fear-backed berserker rageisn't as
effective as some people think, not againgt proper training and skill. | felt the wind of the man's weapon
asit flew past mein awide swing, and then | felt thejar of contact up my arm as my sword thudded into
the middle of him. His backswing faded to nothing as his knees crumpled and he tried to scream, but men
aready dead have trouble making sounds. | jerked my blade out of him and hefell therest of theway to
the stone of the courtyard, then | looked around to see what had happened to the would-be victims.

The man stood with the woman trembling in hisarms, his expression concerned but not overly worried
even though he wasn't being alowed to move an inch from where he was. He seemed to be familiar with
the ways of war horses, and knew that aslong as he let Bloodsheen hold him at bay without reaching for
his sword, my mount would not attack. | whistled again, thistimein adifferent key, and Bloodsheen
backed off to let the two move as they pleased.

"Thank you," the man said at once with agrin, his hand now patting the woman's shoulder. "I gppreciate
that dmost as much as your sudden gppearance. | think you know my sister and | owe you our lives."

"I just happened to be here a theright time," | said with ashake of my head, holding my dripping sword
away from them as| walked forward. "I makeit a practice never to accept the lives people sometimes
think they owe me - | have enough trouble keeping just my own life sraight. Do you happen to know
why they were after you?'

"Asamatter of fact, | do,” he answered, his dark eyes going suddenly cold. "A -certain group of people
decided | wasin their way, that aslong as| stayed in business they couldn't complete the stranglehold
they want over - another group of people. Y ou deserve morein the way of answersthan I'm giving you, |
know, but at this point the less you know about these things, the safer you'll be. Will you be visiting our

city long?'

"Probably for therest of avery short life, if | don't get some directions to the south gate pretty soon,” |
came back, beginning to look around for something to wipe my sword on. | would have enjoyed having
more details on the problem the well-dressed man was in the middle of, but that wasn't the time to ask
for them. For dl | knew my father already had the details, and if he didn't | could always come back and
discussthe question of safety.

"Oeran, we must a the very least supply her with aguide,” the woman said as | bent to use the homespun
of aformer bravo on my blade. She still sounded shaken, but there had been no hysterics out of her, and
shewas clearly beginning to pull herself together.

"I'd take her mysdlf if that wouldn't endanger her, Agia," the man responded, chuckling at what I'd said.
"Andif, | didn't need to get you quickly on your way away from here. | won't give them another chance
to use you againgt me, Sgter, and certainly won't et you continue risking your life. Y ou'll go home and
stay there until this-disagreement-isover.”

"But Oeran... " the woman began, glancing at mein embarrassment as | Sraightened up again. She
could see there was no one around telling me what to do and where | had to go, and shewas afew years
my senior. What she didn't seem to realize wasthat | was a Blade, and that that was one of the reasons
I'd worked so hard for the calling.

"No buts" her brother said in afind way, grimacing as helooked around. "By the timethey find out the



attack failed, you're going to be well out of reach. In the name of Evon's glowing hilt, young Blade, you
have, as| said, my deepest gratitude. If | didn't owe you, though, 1'd be tempted to complain about your
manners. The only one of thisfilth | got to put my hands on was the one holding my sster, and that isn't
right. Weren't you ever taught to share?'

"But | did share," | told the faint amusement in his eyes, resheathing my weapon as | looked down at him.
"| shared with Bloodsheen, just theway | usudly do. Y ou don't hear him complaining, do you?"

"Well, asamatter of fact | thought | heard an unhappy mutter or two when you caled him off us," the
man Oeran said with hisgrin back, his gaze flickering to my mount before returning to me. "1 could tell it
from my own muttering because it was higher up. If you'll wait here just for aminute, I'll see you get your
guide. And once again-thank you."

| nodded to acknowledge his thanks, then watched as he guided the woman back through the door by
the arm he had around her shoulders. He hadn't introduced himsdlf or his sster, but he also hadn't asked
my name, not even in thelight of my having gone againgt the most widely accepted rules of conduct by
deliberately neglecting to offer even afdse name. He probably thought | wasin trouble with the King's
Law, and | wondered if held hurried his sister inside because he wanted her safe - or because he wanted
her away from abad influence. They might owe their livesto me, but there are certain kinds of people
one smply doesn't associate with.

| grinned as | remounted Bloodsheen, glad to have my mood lightened from what it had been. Thelagt
time I'd been home no one had considered me abad influence, which isan indication of how dull the visit
had been. | had no doubt that this visit would be different, and | was actualy beginning to look forward
toit. Thistime| could be mysdlf, which my father had dways maintained was the best thing to be. I'd
show him just how right he was, and then we'd happily get on to family matters.

It wasn't much more than the minute specified before alarge group of men came out of the building into
which the man and woman had disappeared. They dl worethe livery and device of some House | didn't
recognize, all but one who wore none-too-clean homespun, aday or two's growth of beard, and no
visible weapon. The onesin livery began moving bodies and mopping up pools of blood, but the onein
homespun gestured me after him as he trotted out of the court. A touch of my hedls and Bloodsheen was
right after him, following behind as heled usto asmal stabling two streets away. He worked fast getting
an old nag of ahorse saddled and bitted, and once he was mounted he sidled as close as the bag of
boneswould come to an impatient war horse.

"Follow behind me, but not too close," he said in arasp of avoice, hiseyes moving around to see if
anyone was paying too much attention to us. "I'll lead you to the south gate, and you make sure you keep
going throughit. If you ever find it- comfortable to come back to this city, buy adrink or two in the Ax
and Shidd and just wait. Hire or help - it'll be yoursfor the asking."

He nodded to show he'd been passing on amessage, then turned his mount and moved off as though he
were going somewhere dl aone. I'd noticed that his accent was of ahigher classthan his appearance,
and I'd aso noticed that the smal fighting man hadn't been joking about gratitude. | had hire any timel
cared to claim it, which made me grin even more than 1'd been doing.

The old horse had more | eft in the way of speed and endurance than | would have guessed, so it wasn't
long before | found mysdlf directly on the way leading to the gate I'd earlier begun believing someone had
moved. The man ahead of me took anarrow street to the right before reaching the gate, his attention on
nothing more than shouting people out of hisway, so | followed his example and passed the street hed
taken without even glancing at it. For the third time City Guardsmen looked at me without saying or doing
anything, and then | was out of the city in the afternoon light, and riding up the winding road leading to my



father'scadtle.

Tothe castle, not into it. Riding up aroad and being alowed insde guarded walls are not things done
with equa ease, something 1'd forgotten in the presence of the waves of homecoming washing over me,
The waves suddenly ended, though, when | tried riding straight in and found a hedge of swords and
bodies barring my way.

"Where d'you think you're goin', girl?" agrizzled and burly sergeant demanded, sounding more annoyed
than worried about Bloodsheen's rumbles of warning. "The Duke don't hire no girl fightersfor hisHouse
Guard, so botherin' the cap'n won't buy you nothin'. Why don't you go home like agood girl, and find a
man the way you oughta."

"But | can't go home now. Sergeant,” | said with hel pless tragedy and adeep sigh, stroking Bloodsheen's
neck to calm him. "Onelook at you and | knew | wasin love, so you can't just send me away. Besides,
I'm expected.”

"Expected by who?' he demanded in a harder voice, not very pleased with the hooting laughter forced
out of the men around him. "Damned smart-mouthed Blades, never seen one yet that didn't need agood,
long taste 0" red military discipline. If you ain't lookin" for hire, what d'you want here?"

"Frankly, thefirg thing | want isadrink or three, and then adecent med,” | said, handing over the letter
I'd taken out of my saddlebag and tucked into my swordbelt. "1t's been something of along ride.”

The sergeant sheathed his blade and stepped forward to take the envel ope, glanced at my father's sedl,
then pulled the letter out and began reading with afrown. | was surprised to see that he was able to read,
but surprised istoo mild aword for what the man in front of me felt. The expression on hisface changed
to stunned shock, and then his washed-out blue eyes were staring up a me.

"I'll be dyed and damned,” he said in achoked voice, causing his unit to shift uncomfortably, wondering
what was going on. "It ain't the same face, and yet it sureashdll is, five yearsr no fiveyears. | was here
the last time you come, but then it wasin acarriage, just likethefirst timeyou left. What in hdll'sthe
Duke gonnasay?'

"Do you expect meto find out from way out here?' | asked, annoyed at the question he'd put and the
way hed put it. "If it'stoo much trouble for you to move your men out of the way, I'll go back to the city
and get lodging in atavern.”

"Like hdl youwill!" he barked, totaly incensed at theidea. "The Duked have my skin for arug, an" me
thefirst in sayin" he had theright. Insde with you now, an” let 'em seeto you fit and proper!"

He turned to shout his men out of my way, giving them even more of his sweet disposition than held sent
in my direction, and men he turned back to me with aglower. He must have been ready with ademand
astowhy | hadn't yet ridden through, but seeing my outstretched hand reminded him that he hadn't
returned my letter. He muttered under his breeth while he folded it, replaced it in the envelope and
handed it back, then, to the surprise of his men, stalked under the stone arch ahead of me. It looked like
| had an escort again, and one who liked Blades even less than Timper.

The arch led through the approach tunnel into the wide outer court, which had people moving back and
forth on business of their own. Mot of them turned to look at the unit sergeant - who seemed ready to
walk through anything in hisway, including walls - and then moved their glancesto me, probably
consdering mewisefor staying on awar horse while | wasthat closeto him. For my own part, | wastoo
busy rolling in the waves of home-return again to really care about the sergeant.



My father's castle was big and solid, designed to withstand the attack of armies, gray and ominousin the
sight of many, as beautiful asever in my admittedly prejudiced eyes. I'd been born in that pile of stone
and had spent the first haf of my life there, exploring every corner of it and getting to know it even better
than most of my brothers. My mother had aways tried to do thingsto pretty it up and my father, who
had loved her very much, had never told her she was wasting her time; she kept trying until the day she
died, never having seen thered, true, inner beauty of the place we called home. | had seen it, though, and
that perception always made home-coming avery specid time for me.

"Y ou grow roots on that spot, Soldier?" a heavy voice demanded, bringing me back to an awvareness of
the wide doors wed stopped in front of. "'l told you to get Sir Fonid, an” | mean now!"

"Right away, Sergeant!" the boy held been barking at shrilled out, and then he was running back through
the doors hed just come out of. A servant in livery just inside watched the goings on with confusion,
wondering if he should be holding the doors open or closing them, and then his mind was made up for
him.

"Get agable boy from the watch room,” the Sergeant ordered, histone of command only dightly
different from the one he'd used on the Guardsman. "Make sureit ain't one 0" the new ones, " cause they
don't know the handlin” 0" war horsesyet. Get 'imfast, so thelady cngoinsde.”

The servant looked the least bit indignant over being ordered around by someone who wasn't noble, but
arguing the point wasn't something he was up to doing. He left the doors and headed toward the watch
room in agait that could only be called adignified run, and the sergeant waited until 1'd dismounted, then
moved a step closer to me.

"The Duke ain't here now," he announced in atone that almost accused my father of having run away
from home - a the most inconvenient time. Sir Fonid'll seeto gettin” you what you need, an” don't you go
givin" him no Blade backtalk. He only been here three yearsr so, but he got this place runnin’ red
smooth. The Dukewouldn't like seein’ im flyin'in circles, like you done to some before you got sent
north. | remember them days, just like they was yesterday, so you watch your step.”

"Say, | remember those days, too!" | responded as though

I'd forgotten till then, beaming happily at the sergeant. "They were alot of fun, weren't they?1 could use
some fun after thelong wintering | just went through, not to mention the ride. Thank you for suggesting it,
Sergeant.”

The poor man gtarted to go purple and he began drawing himsalf up, so outraged that the words smply
refused to come, but he was saved from exploding by the hurried reappearance of the Guardsman held
sent off, accompanied by another man. The newcomer waslikely into hisfifth under-decade, and was so
filled with that specia inner cm that hisdark hair and well-cut, conservative clothing were probably
never an inch out of place. Hed had no trouble keeping up with the hurrying Guardsman, but it wasfairly
obviousthat he was the sort who never had to hurry.

"What problem do you have. Sergeant?’ he asked as he came up, hisvoice aseven and cadm ashis
appearance. Y our man here said my presence was required.”

"Likely you'll soon bewishin™ it waren't, Sir Fonid," the sergeant managed to get out, hisglare at methe
sort to melt stonewalls. "Thishereain't just any petticoat Blade, she's the poor Duke's bane. He's sure to
want to see her, for aminuter so anyway's, so you get to look after her till he gets back. Me, | got gate
duty watin™."

With that he ssomped away, undoubtedly planning on chewing up his unit when he got back to them,



seeing nothing of the puzzled look he'd left Sir Fonid with. My father's mgor-domo transferred the
puzzlement to me, and then his eyes widened with sudden ingpiration.

"Perhaps I'm mistaken, but | believe the sergeant was trying to tell me the one we've been awaiting has
arrived,” he said, asurprising amount of warmth now in hisvoice. "Have | the honor of addressing the
lady Sofdltis?"

"I'm not sure how much of an honor it is, but | am Solfdtis" | admitted, trying to keep as much of my
amusement as possible on theingde. ™Y ou might want to ask the sergeant hisopinion.”

"I think | dready have hisopinion,” Sir Fonid said with an unexpected twinklein his eye, then stepped
smoothly asideto let the newly arrived stable boy dash past rather than into him. "If you'll give your horse
to the boy, I'll do what-looking after-needsto be done.”

| watched just long enough to be sure the boy redly did have experience with war horses, then went
ingdeto join the quietly waiting magjordomo. His dark eyes were studying me openly, and when |
reached him he began leading the way across the very wide entrance hal.

"I understand you haven't been home for some years now, my lady,” he said in away that made mefed
we were dready friends. Y ou and the sergeant, | take it, have a previous acquaintanceship to draw on?"

"I don't remember him, but gpparently he remembers me,” | answered, giving most of my attention to the
house and itsfamiliar contents as we walked. "He seems to remember how-high-spirited-l wasasa
child, and now hasn't much use for the Blade I've become. Just before you got here, he was ordering me
to behave mysdf.”

"A rather impertinent attitude to be taking with alady of the Dukesfamily,” Sir Fonid murmured, il
inspecting mewith those eyes. A lady nobly born may aways be counted on to behavein a proper
manner - or S0 I'vefound it to be. | hope you berated him soundly for hisinsolence.”

"Berating ian't nearly asinteresting as doing things my way, Sir Fonid," | replied, moving left with him
toward the wide stairway leading above. "And asfor dways behaving in a proper manner - why, of
course | do. Don't you?'

| turned my head then to look straight a him, letting him see exactly how far off his calculations had been.
| didn't wonder that the household ran well under him, not with al the ways he obvioudy knew to handle
people, but | don't enjoy being handled - or admire attempts to back meinto acorner. If | wasa"lady
nobly born," which | was, and that sort dways did acertain thing, then it followed that | had to do the
same. Sir Fonid looked back a me, gpparently understanding that our ideas of "had to" were not going
to coincide, and afaint smile curved hislips.

"I think I'm beginning to have abit more sympathy for the sergeant,” he said, having stopped at the
bottom of the Stairway. "Y ou remind me quite alot of your father, Lady Sofdtis, which | find mysdlf
surprised to discover in afemaewho isaso rather young. Have you aready dismissed your escort, or
would you like meto arrange billeting for them?"

"I had no escort,” | said, dlowing him the chanceto fal back and regroup as| turned my attention to
garting up the stairs. "What | would likeismy old apartment supplied with food and drink, to be ready
for me as soon as I've finished saying hello to my sisters. Arethey il in the same gpartments they used
to have?'

"Of course, my lady," he agreed with something of abow as he climbed beside me, his expressonless
face saying he would treast me as he probably did my father until he found my wesk spot. "I'll escort you



there, and then see to the refreshments.”

Nothing needed to be said to that so al | did was nod, but | couldn't help noticing that so far my
homecoming wasn't much of ajoy for those around me. | supposed they would have been happier if |
redlly wasthe swest, shy, well-mannered little thing I'd been pretending to be on my last visit, but that
was only because they didn't yet know | was going to be my father's heir. Once they found out, of
course, it would make al the difference.

My ssters had grown an enormous amount since the last time I'd seen them, and only Sdllafaintly
remembered me. Sheld been about seven thelast time I'd been home, old enough to retain something of
the memory, but Saeria had only been five. At ten and twelve they found meeting their older sster an
exciting event, especialy since | wore asword the way "ladies weren't supposed to do,” and | was
amost wheedled into achair to tell about every exploit I'd ever had. | would have been hopelesdy
trapped if a servant hadn't appeared then to tell them it wastime for their embroidery work or some
such, and | was able to escape by promising that | would spend hours with them at another time. They
werelittle-girl disappointed but went with the servant without much in the way of rebellion, not exactly
theway 1'd done it when I'd been their age. | thought about that as | |eft Sallas apartment, and was il
thinking about it when | got to my own.

Opening the door showed my sitting room spotlesdy clean and dudt-free, the silvered curtains fluttering
freshly at the windows, the furniture uncovered with pillows fluffed, and atray holding a pitcher and
goblets on the table next to aheavy leather chair. It looked like | really had been expected, but happily
no maidservant had been moved into the smaler bedroom asyet. As| waked toward the pitcher and
goblets | remembered the last girl sent to "help” me, not more than halfway through her second
under-decade and aready so stuffy that | had been able to imagine her in her sixth. She'd ridden me
unmercifully the entiretime I'd been there, bullying the " shy young lady” with straight-faced but
glittering-eyed glee, and | hadn't been able to do more than think about dismembering her. Thistime,
though, if shewas ill in the house and assigned to me again...

| couldn't have been more than two steps from the pitcher and goblets when a quick knock came at the
door, and then it was thrown open to alow abig man to stride through. He wore the brownish red
leather of aFighter with aswordbelt firmly about his hips, and athough hisdark hair was beginning to be
streaked with gray hisweather-creased face was till asyoung and dive asit had always been. Hisdark
and merry eyesfound me at once, and without hesitation he strode forward with arms opened wide. |
couldn't remember atime when Traixe hadn't greeted me like that, and | turned back to meet himwith a
hug of my own.

"Sofdltis, girl, it's so good to seeyou again,” he said in hisvery deep voice, crushing me carefully in the
painless bear hug he dways gave. "And you've grown even tdler than the last time we-"

Hiswords broke off as though something unexpected had just occurred to him, and then | was being held
out a arm'slength, his eyes narrowed and his big hands on my arms. Traixe had been my father's most
trusted advisor and apriest of Evon sincewell before | was born, and | didn't know a single soul who
could beingpected by him like that without privately reviewing their latest actionsin the hopes of finding
nothing he would disapprove of.

"Thisisjust another prank, isn't it," he said rather than asked after amoment, the end of hisinspection
shifting his gaze to my face. ™Y ou thought it would be amusing to come home dressed as a Blade,
pretending to be something you're not. Tell mel'mright.”

Most people who wanted to continue enjoying full health and life made it apracticeto tell Traixe exactly
what he wanted to hear, and then worked hard to be sure it was the truth. |, however, didn't have that



pleasant option, which made me even more aware of the hands wrapped around my arms.

"If you'll remember, | dwayssaid | wanted to grow up to bejust like you,” | offered, my voice so small
and hesitant | might aswell have been Sdllaor Saeria. "Asamatter of fact | promised, and you know
how | fed about promises..."

Thistimeit was my voicethat trailed off, but only because Traixe had closed his eyes, asthough in the
grip of deep pain. It'sadways best to be yoursdlf, my father had a habit of saying, and | couldn't help
wondering who had given him such misnformeation.

"The last time we saw you, you were as proper ayoung lady asit's possbleto be" he said after taking a
very deep breath, and then those eyes were on me again. "'l want to know how you go from that to thisin
only half adecadetime. Y ou spend two or three seasons green before you even rate a Company
medallion, and no Figt aive and wanting to stay that way would - No, no guesswork. | want to hear it
fromyou."

"Doyoumindif | get adrink first?" | asked, deciding that if he was going to let me live long enough to
give him theinformation he wanted, | might aswell take advantage of it. "L ong-winded explanations after
longer rides tend to be wearing on the throat.”

"I don't have thetime for you to be long - winded,” he rumbled ominoudy, but till let my arms go. " Get
your drink and welll both sit down, and then | want to heer it al - briefly."

"I think I'll need Evon'shelp for that,” | said as| turned back toward the tray, not missing the way he
flinched at the words. He couldn't be very used to hearing women call on Evon, | knew, but he didn't
jump on mefor it. Traxxewasn't anything if hewasn't fair, and he knew aswell as| that | had theright.

| filled two goblets automaticaly while trying to decide where to begin and what could beleft out, then
carried them over to where Traixe sood waiting in front of two brocaded chairs haf-facing one another.
| handed him his cup with asmile then raised mineto my lips, took asip-and dmost spit it out again. |
didn't redize1'd said anything until the big man put those eyes on me again.

"It'sbeen awhile sincel heard barracks-talk like that,” he remarked, not in the least amused, "If | hear it
again, well start right now with helping you to unlearn it. What's the matter, did something sneak up and
bite your-boots?'

Hisvery obvious dtering of acommon Blade saying was meant to show where he stood on the question
of language, but I'd heard him use worse than what I'd said any number of times, when he hadn't known |
wasligtening. If | hadn't had a question to answer, | might have mentioned the point.

"What's the matter isthis-drink," | said, looking down into my goblet with agrimace. "l wasn't expecting
iced sweset fruit."

"Why not?" he countered, deliberately drinking from his own cup to show meit could be done without
certain verbal accompaniment. "'lced sweet fruit isthe drink usualy brought to proper young ladies. Are
you trying to tell me you're not aproper young lady?"

The cdm stare he was giving me was a direct descendant of the ones I'd gotten al too often asachild,
usudly after being caught doing something | shouldn't have been doing. That same question had dways
accompanied the stare aswell, but for the first time | was hearing it as afull-grown Blade rather than asa
samall girl-child. Traixe, wel into hisfourth under-decade, was gtill a better fighter than | would ever be.
but | found mysdlf straightening where | sood and meeting that stare unblinkingly. The question held put
to me so often was too close to astandard insult every female Blade ran into on aregular basis, and my



reaction was too automatic to even consider letting the matter dide by.

"By Evon's Silver Bracers-!" Traixe exclaimed, taking one step back with a convulsive movement of his
right hand. He stopped the movement almost before it began, but his cam had been shaken very dightly
out of hisgrip.

"Sofdltis, you sartled me," he said, his brow creased with the disturbance he felt. "The way you looked at
me-for an ingtant | thought you were going to draw on me. What could | have said-" His eyeswidened as
he redlized exactly what he'd said, and then he shook his head as he put ahand over those eyes. "And |
complained about the language you used,” he said with adeep sigh. "I'd forgotten what circulates as
proper for ayoung lady among Blades. | gpologize, of course, sncerdy and humbly. And why the hell
didn't you draw on me?"

He was so0 indignant so quickly that it was my turn to be startled, and then | was laughing and shaking my
head the way he'd done. If fema e Blades made ahabit of starting fights over that insult, male Bladeswho
associated with - female Blades started them faster and alot more often. None of uswho were female
knew exactly why that was, but that particular insult could set our Fistmates off faster than an attempted
backstabbing.

"| didn't draw on you because | only just got home," | told him after amoment, still chuckling. "That
means |'d like to wait awhile before inviting a sendoff, especialy of thefina sort. | may take you on some
day, Traixe, but not before your ninth or tenth decade.”

"Wadll, at least they taught you more good sense than you used to have," he said, trying to look and sound
gruff rather than pleased and flattered. "I can't wait to find out how thisal came about.”

"| suppose it was something of an accident,” | answered, taking the hint to get started while | gestured
him to achair and took the other myself. "When | first got to Aunt Illi's house, sheand | didn't exactly hit
it off. We both knew why I'd been sent there, and while she was determined to see me become atrue
lady of quality, | wasjust as determined that | wouldn't become one. We went back and forth for weeks,
Aunt Illi fighting with every wegpon she could think of - including patience - meignoring overtures and
orders dike, and then she had an inspiration. She was sure her idea would work, so she went ahead and
made the arrangements.”

"For hiring someone with abelt to use onyou, | hope,” Traixe said, back to giving methat look again. "If
you hadn't been the daughter of my lord Duke - and he too softhearted where females are concerned -
you would have had it from methe very first time you pulled your shenanigans. Isthat what she did?"

"Y ou're closer than you know," | said with agrin, not about to tell him how relieved I'd been when I'd
first found out he wasn't dlowed to discipline me with anything but lectures. If he had been permitted a
free hand, so to speak, my excursions of freedom, as|'d liked to call them, might not have been quite so
frequent. "Aunt 11li had gotten so sick of hearing meflatly refuseto be alady of qudity, she decided to
give me achance a my only other "option." Being nobly born | had to be something of qudity, soif |
refused to be alady the only thing |eft was being a gentleman. The arrangements she made were for me
to begin serious weapons study, which would have been done as amatter of courseif 1'd been aboy."

"Thinking that would change your mind if anything could," he said with anod and another deegp sigh, then
rubbed at his eyeswith hisfree hand. "The theory was sound, and one | might have tried mysdif if I'd
thought of it. How quickly did it backfire?"

"Oh, just about from the very first day,” | said, swalowing down some of my grin when the satisfaction in
my voice brought his stareto me again. "l wastaler than most of the boys training with me, faster than all
of them, and didn't believein crying if | got hurt. At first the arms masters, at Aunt Illi's orders, were



harder on me than on any of the others, but once we began getting deeper into the drills they went from
riding meto teaching mein dmost the blink of an eye. | hadn't known that armsmasters never question
talent, only train it, and neither had Aunt Illi. By the time she found out, it was much too late.”

"But didn't she withdraw you and try something else?" he asked, not up to understanding that part of it.
"If it wasn't working, why did she continue with it?"

"Traixe, the Countess 111i happensto be that rarest of al people, someone with aborn sense of honor,” |
said dowly, trying to make him seeit in the proper light. "What she wanted for me was what would be
best for me, and when she saw how redlly happy | was she refused to take away that happiness. If shed
found my talent in sewing, or stately dances, or playing alap harp and singing, she would have seen me
thoroughly trained in that; once shefound that my talent - and interest - lay in sword work, she did her
duty with the same thoroughness she does everything. By thetime | was fourteen | was accepted into a
Company, and | had my medallion even before | came home for my last vigt."

"An acquisition you didn't seefit to share with your father or me," he said, still sour. "Was that because of
your age, or because you were waiting for the perfect moment to break the good news?"

"Mogly thefirgt," | admitted, dtill fighting with my grin. "Aren't you the least bit proud of me? And
prouder now than you would have been half a decade ago? We went through some pretty heavy fighting
before first snow, but the Silver Gleaming had the lightest casudty rate of any Company involved. How
about it, Traixe, not even asmall pat on the back?"

"If it was up to me I'd give you more than one pat, and not quite on the back," he growled, damming his
amost - untouched cup down on the table between us before getting to hisfeet to prowl up and down.
"Not only do you not learn what your father wanted you to learn, you corrupt a Countess, join a Sword
Company, and fight asaBlade in awar we al thought you were safely protected from! Isthat what you
want me to congratul ate you about? How close you came to getting killed?”

He stopped to glare at me with the question, his eyesredly angry, and somehow that made me
remember what Rull had said just before I'd left Fyerlin. It came to me then that | was dso till holding a
goblet, so | reached to the table to put mind down next to his. When | looked back Traixe was closer
than he had been, and then he was reaching down with asigh to pull meto my feet and back into that
familiar bear hug.

"Of course I'm proud of you," he said with the sort of gentleness most people didn't know he was
capable of, hishand stroking my hair ashe held meto him. "I couldn't be prouder if you were one of
mine rather than one of the Duke's, and | know your actions are and always will be of the sort to make
Evon's name shine. Pride has nothing to do with worry over your safety, child, especialy intimessuch as
these”

"Whichis, after dl, the reason I'm home now," | said at the reminder, raisng my head whiletrying to
understand how | could have forgotten. "Traixe, how seriousisthe trouble were facing?'

" Serious enough to make us desperate,” he answered, |etting me go with apat on the shoulder. "1 won't
say any morethan that, | know your father wantsto tell you himsdf, but you'll have to wait until he gets
back. He's out hunting with the Counts and Barons he's currently guesting.”

"l heard he wasn't home/" | said with afrown, reaching for my cup before remembering what wasinit.
"Why would he be guesting the Counts and Barons a atime like this? And that reminds me: how did you
know | was here?'

"I'd asked Sir Fonid to let me know the moment you arrived, and he did," Traixe answered, scowling



down a hisown cup. "Asfar asthe guesting goes, that's part of what you'll be discussing with your
father, but I've just thought of something that makes mefed agood ded better than I've been feding. I'll
gtill be supplying you with some of my men as a bodyguard, but now | don't have to worry about whether
or not they're perfect, All they'll need to do isdow any attackerslong enough to give you warning; if a
Blade of aFigt in the Slver Gleaming can't handleit after that, no one can.”

Hewas showing avery evil grin just then, the contents of his cup no longer bothering him, just aswhat |
was had suddenly become a Good Thing. Lifein a Sword Company had taught me to be very suspicious
of abrupt Good Things, aswhat they usually turned out to be was something el se entirely.

"Y ou know, | seem to remember the last time | saw agrin likeyours" | remarked, folding my armsas|
dared at him. "It was when a Fist |eader named Seepar cameto tell us how lucky we were to have his

Fist backing ours. Why were you so eager to find out the minute | got here, Traixe, and why would you
imagine | need abodyguard?’

"| had to know because you do need a bodyguard, and there's nothing involving imagination about it," he
said, the grin gone and the growly Traixe back again. "Y our brother decided he didn't need a bodyguard
and dipped away from them, and by the time they caught up with him again it wastoo late. HeEd dready
had his"accident,” and that was the end of that. I'll go down mysdlf first before | |et the same thing

happen to you."

"And I'd rather let them try it with me- ," | said, findly able to show what I'd been feding ever sincel'd
heard about Rymar. "My brother was one of my favorite people, Traixe, and they killed him with the
uncaring ease others use on insects. | want them to try it with me.”

"I haven't got enough men to pick up the number of piecestherewould bel€eft,” he said, a
wishful-thinking satisfaction peeking out of hiseyes. "I'd turn you loose on themiif | could, girl, but theré's
too much a stake here to do something like that - even if your father agreed, which he never would.
From now on you'll be having a bodyguard whether you like it or not, so you'd better get used to the
idea. Now, what say | have them bring us something decent to drink?”’

Traixe knew better than to try bribing my attention away from something, and | was about to say o
when aknock came at the door just before it was opened. | turned to see aserving girl entering with a
tray of food and alarge pitcher that didn't look asthough it contained fruit juice, and my companion
decided to use what distractions the intervention of Evon gave him.

"Ahal Seethere? The best servicein the kingdom," he announced with agrin, predictably enjoying my
annoyance over theinterruption. "Bring that pitcher here, girl. Thelady and | mean to sample it before we
get to thefood.”

"What'sin this here pitcher ain't for thelady, Lord Traixe," the girl answered primly, putting everything
down on atable agood distance away from me. "Sir Fonid saysto bring it for you so | did, but she can't
have none 0" it. Soon's she eats she's gonna get a bath, and then be put in clean, decent clothes before
shetakes her ngp. M'lord Dukell want "er lookin" fresh and pretty at the feastin' tonight, and that's gonna
takeme somedoin™."

"Will it redly?' I murmured from two feet away behind the girl, causing her to turn fast in startlement to
look up a me. 1'd thought | recognized her voice and manner, and sure enough | hadn't been wrong; she
was the same servant I'd had five years earlier. | looked down at her with my fingertips resting on my
swordbelt, and suddenly she was out of words and observations. Traixe, moving asfast asonly afighter
can, "accidentaly” shouldered me back from her, then put an arm around her wide-eyed form and
headed her toward the door again.



"I think it will be best if the lady seesto hersdf until she has the time to choose a permanent persond
maid," hetold the girl, using his most soothing voice as he gently hurried her out of harm'sway. "Y ou go
back to whatever your regular duties are, and if someonetriesto send you here again, you refer them to
rre.ll

The girl opened her mouth, probably to argue the point if my past association with her meant anything,
but Traixe had no intentions of having her blood on hishands. He put her out the door and closed it in her
face, and the two fighters I'd seen out there before the door closed were |eft to keep her from coming
back in.

"You don't waste any time," | observed, referring to the fighters. "If | had to guess, 1'd say you brought
those two with you. And what's this about a feagting tonight?”

"I brought more than two with me, and the feasting is to wel come you home," he said, going for two fresh
cups from the other tray before returning to the newly-brought pitcher. "If you're hungry now, you'd be
wiseto do justice to what's on thistray. The feasting won't start until well after dark, to give your father
and the others achance to freshen up after the hunt.”

"Why do | get the feding you're not saying about three times more than you're saying?' | demanded, il
annoyed at the way thingswere going. "Why can't you give me even asmal hint about al these things 'l
be discussing with my father?'

"If I give you ahint, then you'll be discussing those things with meinstead of your father, and that's not the
way hewantsit," Traixereplied with agrin, turning to me with two cupsfilled with the brew I'd been able
to smell snceit came through the door. "Since youre al grown up and afull Blade I'll give you one of
these, but if you don't make it to the feasting because of it, it'siced sweet fruit for you from now on.”

"If | had to stay with iced sweet fruit, I'd end up saving the enemy the trouble of designing an "accident.”

" | said as| took the cup being held out to me, my comment widening Traixesgrin to chuckling. "And if
you're going to be stubborn about it, | just may empty that tray myself. | skipped breakfast thismorning
through being in ahurry to get here, and wastoo lost in the city to make astop a noon."”

"How did your escort manageto gel logt in the city?”

Traixe asked, watching with continuing amusement while | swallowed at the brew then moved forward to
take achunk of deep-fried boar megt. "The City Guard usually leads escort groups through, just to berid
of the extratraffic fagter.”

"Groups may beled, but lone Blades don't get aservicelikethat,” | said around amouthful, impressed
with how tender my father's cook had gotten the boar meat. "I would have been better off if they'd
distrusted me enough to keep an eye on me, then | wouldn't have had to..."

"Youjus hold it right there!" he interrupted in the hardest voice yet, hisfingers closing tight around my
arm. "What do you mean, "lone Blades'? What happened to the escort you left Fyerlin with?"

"I didn't leave Fyerlin with anyone but that courier Timper," | answered, wondering why he was back to
that black scowling he was so famous for. " The more people you have in your party the dower you
move, and | was even tempted more than once to leave Timper behind. | would have doneit, too, if he
wasn't o0 helplesson thetrail. Do you believe he didn't even know how to set up anight camp?’

"Therearealot of things| don't believe," he said in amuitter, his hand gone from my arm so that he could
rub at his eyes again before favoring me with another lowering glare. "We won't mention the fact that



your father sent along enough gold to hire three escorts, just to be sure you got the best protection
available. Wewon't even mention the fact that you were so dim you actualy rode through the city done
when you must have at least guessed how dangerous that was. What we will mention, however, isthat
you donetook to the trail with aman aone, and the two of you spent dl that time together alone.” Have
you any ideawhat that doesto your reputation? Who's going to believe nothing happened between you?'

"Anyone who's spent more than five minutesin Timper's company,” | retorted, my earsringing from the
way he'd been shouting. "If | even glanced in hisdirection after dark, he wasimmediately ready to jump
up and run for the King's Fighters screaming rape. It may have been along ride, Traixe, but no ride
would be long enough to make me that desperate. And why are you ydling at me like that? What can a
trip, even onelike that, do to a Blade's reputation? If there wasn't fighting involved, and there wasn't,
who would even care?'

"Evon hdp usdl," he responded in ahoarse voice, his eyes suddenly so wide he looked as though he
were about to fall over. "How could | have overlooked that or forgotten about it? If you're a Blade, then
you must have - more than once -" He turned away from meto empty hiscup inasingle gulp, then
immediately reached for the pitcher again while muttering, "The Duke's strong, helll be ableto take thisin
stride, but the other - helll be expecting what al men expect. Will he be wise enough to ignoreit for the
sake of the bargain?'

"Traixe, would you like to tell mewhat you're talking to yourself about?’ | asked as swestly as| could.
"Then dl three of uswill know enough about the conversation to contribute to it.”

"All three of us?" he echoed, now looking as though he were coming out of a dream-a confusing one.
"Sofdltis, there are only two of usin the room. Maybe that brew istoo strong for you after al.”

"What's getting too strong isthe rank smell of suspicion,” | snapped, suddenly back to the annoyance I'd
thought I'd left behind. "Why are you acting like a Blade in a night house whose groin guard won't come
off? And what was that you were muttering a minute ago about a bargain? What sort of abargain, and
whoisit with?"

"It'stime for meto be getting back to my duties,” he said, emptying his cup again more dowly before
placing it carefully on thetray, hiseyes deliberatidy avoiding mine. "There will aways befour fighters
stationed outside your door, and if you go anywhere a all, they're to go with you. It's good having you
home where you belong, girl, and you needn't worry that you'll haveto leave again.”

Hefindly turned to face me but only to bow, and then he was striding toward the door, hisintentions
obvious. | got a second glance of the fighters outsde and then | was adone, to stew in some very
unsavory juices. Something was going on, but | wasn't to find out about it until my father got back. |
muttered afew suggestions asto what they could al do with their secrets, Traixein particular, and turned
back to get on with my interrupted medl.

Duke Rilfe of the House of Kienne of the Duchy of Gensea had barely reached his gpartment when a
knock came at the door. He turned with the cup of mulled winein his hand to see Lord Traixe entering,
an arrival which caused the servantsin the room to bow and take their departure through another door.
They would have done that at the appearance of any of the Duke's advisors, but just at that moment the
Duke was particularly pleased with the custom.

"Traixe, shesherel" he was ableto say amost a once, grinning as the other man moved toward him.
They would both keep their voices down, but there was no reason to do the same with relief. "Fonid told
me as soon as | came through the door, so our guests would know about the feasting. I've had word that
Trame's son should aso be here soon, so this madness might work out after dl. Her safety was my



greatest worry, but now that she's herel may be ableto deep again.”

"Yes, shescertainly here,” hisold friend agreed, something of awry expression underlying his sobriety. "
have fighters stationed outside her door, of course, and sheand | had alittletalk.”

"What'swrong?' the Duke asked at once, his pleasure turned to concern, his free hand reaching to the
other'sarm. "Issheill or harmed in some way? They haven't gotten to her, have they?'

"No, no, nothing like that, Y our Grace," Traixe said even more quickly, hisown hand gripping the Duke's
arm. "She'snot only in full hedth, she'saso furious a what was doneto her brother. They haven't a
prayer of shifting her dlegianceto their cause.”

"Furious, eh?' the Duke said with achuckle, ableto relax again at the assurance. Traixe never lied to him,
not even to spare him hurt, which was one of the reasons he valued the man so highly as an advisor - and
asafriend. "She sounds like a chip off the family rock, more than she seemed to be five years ago. She's
well, you say, and for the most part unchanged?”

"| supposeit might be accurate to say she's unchanged,” Traixe murmured, his expression one of aman
choosing hiswords carefully. "Possibly my lord Duke would be best advised to cast his mind back not to
her visit of five years ago, but to the time shewasfirst sent north.”

"Now I'mworried, Traixe," the Duke said with narrowed eyes, sipping at hiswine without moving his
gaze from the other man. "Not only are you giving me my titlein private, you'reraising your skirtsto
come at what you want to say on tiptoe. Y ou can't mean she's back to being the hellion she was when
dheleft?

"Maybe wed better sit down,” Traixe said with compassion in his eyes, causing the Duke to groan
inwardly. Nothing was redlly wrong with the girl, or Traixewould have said so straight out. Ah that
concern for his comfort had to mean awkwardness or embarrassment, not as easily accepted or handled
astrouble. It had been along time since Traixe had last acted that way-cometo think of it, thetime
before Sofatis had been sent north. ..

"Out withit, old friend," the Duke said with asigh, deciding he'd soon know whether he should have
taken the advice to git. "If I'm strong enough to face my enemies on my feet, | should be strong enough to
face my daughter in the same way. Now that I'm braced, tell me what she's done.”

"The gitting down would have been for my benefit,” Traixe came back, rubbing at hischin with afinger. "I
cantell you that she's prettier than she wasfive years ago, and aso alittle taller. She seemsto take after
youinalot of ways, my friend, and | couldn't help but let her know how proud | was of her."

Traixe paused, as though waiting for the Duke to pick up the new topic thread held dangled, but the
Duke knew him too well to follow so gppedling alead. He stood silently, smply staring a him, which
gave Traixeno choiceat dl.

"It stemsthe Countess 11li isabdiever in training whatever truetalent achild has" he said with asigh of
resignation. " Sofaltis has spent the last decade having her talent trained, and is now a Fistmate Blade of
the best Sword Company in the north.”

The Duke continued to stand unspeaking, no Sgn of expression on hisface, hewas sure, but only
because he felt incapable of deciding on an attitude that would produce an expression. Hed thought he
was braced to hear just about anything, never having redlized how vast aterritory lay beyond the
boundaries of "just about.”



"My daughter isaBlade?' he heard himsdf saying, asthough from very far away.

"My sons were no more than adequate with asword, but their sister made Blade status? Y ou're joking,
arentyou, Traixe?'

"Inoneway | wish | were," Traixe answered gently, finding the question very familiar. "In another way,
however, | couldn't be more pleased. No matter how trustworthy or capable abodyguard is, it
sometimes comes down to the one being guarded ending up on hisown. If that happens with Sofdltis, |
pity her attackers. They'll find they would have been better off going against her bodyguard.”

"Why, youre absolutely right,” Duke Rilfe said with dawning awareness, hismind no longer frozenin
shock. "If they do manage to reach through to her, shelll be agood dedl less of avictim that way. Of
course, you're right; it'sjust that it was so unexpected. Did you say she's been accepted into aFist?!

"And inthe Slver Gleaming," Traixe agreed, privately relieved to see the Duketaking it sowell - sofar.
"I know that Company by reputation, and they don't medallion anyone unlessthey'rerealy good. And it
seems she dso saved you some expense. She came south from Fyerlin without escort, dragging young
Timper kicking and screaming dl the way."

"The damned fool let her travel without escort?' Duke Rilfe growled, nearly choking on the wine hed
been swallowing. "If he finds the nerve to show up here again, | want him brought to me! What did he
think al that gold wasfor? To keegp him from being blown out of his saddle by the wind?"

"l wouldn't be too hard on the boy," Traixe said, thistime certainly trying to rub agrin away with his
finger. "l said Sofdtistakes after you, and | didn't mean only with asword. If we thought her headstrong
asachild, I'm afraid we'll soon be learning the true meaning of the word. Timper hadn't the faintest
chance againg her."

"That's no excuse for the stupidity of risking her," the Duke grumbled, but part of him was clearly pleased
with what he'd heard. "Headstrong she may be, even more so than her mother, Evon guard her deep, but
that's the sort of woman afamily needsto keep, it strong and ahead of the pack. The sons she gives
Trame's boy will do him as proud as he and his brothers have done their own father, sonswho will aso
be my grandsons and grandheirs. Her husband will find her agrester prize than smply ameansto
heirhood.”

"Assuming he shows himself to be aman of reason,” Traixe added, his tone and manner now
circumspect. " Shetels me she had her medallion even before her last visit, which means she'sbeen a
Blade for some years now. Blades are many things both good and bad, but one thing none are, and that
goesfor both male and femae. Few fighters of any sort will strive to preserve what may belost aong
with lifein the very next battle.”

"The hdlion has thrown away her virginity?' the Duke demanded in such aroar that Traixe winced over
how many of the servants might have heard the words despite not having been ddliberately listening. "She
would dare do such athing without marriage vows wrapped firmly about her? Does she think hersdlf
lowborn, and of common blood?’

"Shethinks hersdlf and isaBlade," Traixereplied in lower tones, watching the Duke stride to his unlit
hearth and then return. " She couldn't have known she'd be needed to keep her bloodline dive, otherwise
shewould certainly not have done as she did. Do you doubt that? Y ou know her aswell as any father
may know his daughter; do you doubt her loydty to you?'

"No, her loyadty isn't in question and never can be," Duke Rilfe grudged after amoment, till unhappy but
forced, asdways, to befair. " She may turn this household inside out with her pranks and high spirit, but



shewould never betray it. Isit too late to give you permission to spank her lame?”

The Duke's anger had turned to sour dissatisfaction, and Traixe grinned to know they were now over the
worgt of it.

"Too late by adecade or more," he said, a'so knowing hisold friend would forgive his amusement. "Not
to mention that blade now hanging a her side. If her husband-to-be is wise enough to become her
husband in fact, hell haveto find away around it if he decidesit's not too late after all."

"The man'saKing's Fighter, not alaced and beribboned sham-noble with perfumed kerchief,” the Duke
sadinafittingly low tone, gesturing hisfriend with him to the chairs, held earlier refused - "Hewont let a
thing like that stand in hisway, not when he stopsto think about it. And consider how much better his
wedding night will be, to find a dry-eyed and eager bride instead of one soaking the linen with her tears.
Hell ill be astranger to her, but not afeared one.”

"Laced and beribboned,” Traixe echoed, the expression frozen on hisface, his body suddenly motionless
inthe midst of seating itself. Duke Rilfe, dready in his chair, Sared a hisfriend without understanding,
which Traixe seemed to notice after amoment. He completed the movement of Sitting, rather heavily, the
Duke thought, then shook his head in annoyance.

"Y ou hadn't planned on telling her what he'sreally like, but now you can't afford not to,” the Duke's
advisor said, automaticaly shifting his sword into the carved dot of the chair. " She's not the shy and quiet
little thing we've been picturing, remember. If he mincesin theway he's supposed to without her knowing
what's happening, shell take onelook at him and reach for her sword.”

"I hadn't thought of that," the Duke admitted, rubbing distractedly at hisface ashis mind worked. "No
one but you and | were supposed to know, but it wouldn't do to have her attack my new heir even
before the naming. WEll haveto - Ah, Evon takeit and broil it! We can't tell her, Traixe!"

"But why not?"' the other man asked, his confusion obvious. "If we don't therell be hdll to pay; that I'll
wager gold on. Once you spesk to her you'll see.”

"Seethat shell then have to play a part more demanding than ours?' the Duke interrupted, just as upset
ashisadvisor. "The Servants of Grail must be hoodwinked; if nat, it's Sofaltis whose life may well pay for
thefailure. Everyone in the house must know her status as a Blade by now. What will happen if she
greetsthe gppearance of young Kylin without amurmur? That would be like shouting the truth to
everyonein hearing, and if shetriesto pretend disapproval, how convincing will she be? Do we dare take
the chance that shelll be convincing enough?’

"No more than we dare take the chance that shelll refuse to be convincing at al,” Traixe answered, sour
frustration having wrapped him around. "It won't take her long to see that hersisthe lifewhich ismost a
risk, and she's dready told me she wantsto lure Rymar's murderers into coming after her. She may well

turn out to be the embodiment of sweet reason, but after speaking with her this afternoon -"

"Y ou strongly doubt it," the Duke finished for him, accepting the opinion with anod of understanding as
he sat back in the deep chair. "For her sake most of dl, then, the thing goes ahead as planned. You and |
will be shocked at Kylin'slack of manliness, but there will be nothing we can do. The wedding will need
to proceed as planned.”

"What we can or can't do isn't what'sgnawing at me," Traixe said, till sourly unhappy and wishing the
Duke's servants had stayed in the room long enough to warm him somewine. "'I've dready agreed the girl
mustn't betold, but I'd till like to know what will happen when she catchesfirst sight of the

groom-to-be. | don't envy your future heir, my lord."



"Traixe, you can't let yourself worry about every little detail,” the Duke soothed him, sipping now at the
excdlent winein his cup, hisgesture one of dismissal. "I'll spesk to Sofdtis before the feasting tonight,
and give her forma notice of the planned wedding. After that shelll need to accept the man eveniif he
dithersin on hisbelly and hisses at her. Shels my daughter, after dl, and a daughter is till required to
obey her father."

A daughter, yes, Traixe couldn't help thinking, but a Blade? The big fighter settled back in his chair,
unaware of the fact that histhinking had aready changed to brooding. He had afedling deep in his bones
that had nothing to do with advancing age, dthough he would have been happier with stiffening up asits
cause. The feding had dwayswarned him of unpleasant things to come, but thistime the Duke had told
him not to worry. If he worried anyway, could that be considered insubordination and disobedience?
Traixe Sghed, glad that at least held had the foresight to speak afew words of warning to hisfighters,
about bracing againgt a possible ssorm. He had a so told them what to expect if any of them should put a
hand to the girl, even at her expressinvitation. Asif there weren't enough problemsto worry about. ..

"What do you mean, sheresigned?’ Rullin thundered, the ook in his eyes causing the Company clerk, a

man of proven courage and ability, to wish hewas elsewhere. The Fist leader leaned his knuckles on the
clerk's desk, which afforded an unimpeded view of the flames of rage flaring from the Blade. Behind him
three of the others of his Fist hovered menacingly, asthough it were the clerk’sfault that the girl was

gone.

"Just what | said,” the clerk repeated evenly, knowing better than to try backing off in asituation like that.
"She camein herelast night, asked to see her book, then wrote something init. After sheleft | looked to
see what, and found the resgnation. That's about as official asit gets.”

"Rull, what are we going to do?' one of hismen asked, in his own way more agitated than the Fist leader.
"Her gear isgone, her horseis gone-and now thig™

"It'sal my fault," the big Blade answered, straightening away from the desk but not turning to the others.
"If I'd stopped her last night - but it'stoo late for that now. All | can do isgo after her.”

"Leaving ustwo Blades short?"" another of the three asked, more quietly than thefirst. "Wed need to
break up the Fist until you got back.”

"Which meanswed be better off going with you,” the third put in, aso camly. “To help you rehearse
what you're going to say to her, if nothing else. She belongsto us, too, you know."

Rullin nodded to show that he did know, but what he didn't show wastherelief hefelt. Hewould have
gonewith or without the Fist, but with them aong he would have the chance to relax and examine the
very disturbing thoughts he'd been experiencing since the night before. He'd talk to Soft and Gentle when
they caught up to her, dl right, but what he would say might not be what the others were expecting.

Chapter Four

| made use of my bed chamber to get a couple of hours deep, and when | woke again | went out to the
sitting room to find that someone had brought my saddlebags and gear. | took it al back into the bed
chamber, stripped off the well-worn leathers | had on and washed, then got into my dressleatherswith
the slver trim. If nothing else | expected to be impressive at the feasting, enough so that the barons and
counts guesting with my father would know who they were dealing with. He didn't need their approval
before naming an heir, but their opposition could get to be annoying. | was combing my hair and trying to
decide whether or not to band it when aknock came at my door, and when | went to open it found a
small serving girl sanding there holding agown in both arms.



"Thelord Traixe sends his compliments, my lady,” she said with acurtsy, smiling from around and plainly
pretty face. "He said to say he knows you travel ed without much in the way of baggage, and would
therefore like to offer you this gown for the feasting tonight. It was made for one of his daughters, but
somehow came out much too long, and then the seamstress died and his daughter was afraid to wear it
even if it were shortened, and - He said you wouldn't mind."

The gown she held was agleaming slver with jet black pandls dternating, as beautiful acreation asany to
be found in the feasting hdls of the north. At another time | wouldn't have minded wearing it in theleast -
nothing but leather can get very tiresome after awhile - but that was the wrong occasion for telling
everyone how womanly | was. First they had to meet the Blade, and then they would have less difficulty
getting dong with the womean.

"Please convey my thanksto Lord Traixe, and say that | would fed honored if I might borrow the gown
at another time," | told the girl, watching the smile fade from her face. "I've dready dressed for tonight's
feagting, and I'm redly not in the mood to change again.”

"Oh, but my lady, you can't go likethat!" the girl exclaimed, closeto being horrified, her brown eyes
wide. "The other ladieswill dl be gowned, and the Duke will be..."

"Very glad for the difference,” | finished firmly, grateful for the deep I'd had. If the girl's reaction was any
indication of what | was about to face-which it probably was - | was sureto need al the self-control |
could mugter. My father was certain to be annoyed if | ended up inviting one of hisgueststo join meand
my sword outside.

The girl looked to be ready to continue the discussion, so | gave her afriendly smile and closed the door
in her face, then went back to combing my hair. Having spent haf my lifein the north meant | had learned
to look at thingsin the northern way, but that didn't mean I'd totaly forgotten how those of the south
viewed them. Members of the lesser nohility tended to be very rigid in their beliefs and habits, the women
just as much as the men, which meant my father and | might have something of a struggle ahead of us
before | was accepted. If | stood up to them stubbornly enough they would have to accept me or
chalenge me, so | had to make sure they were more than reluctant to give the challenge. The
game-playing would have to be balanced as carefully as a battle attack, but | was determined to seeit
work out.

Theonelamp I'd lit in my bedchamber had been Straining at the dimnessfor awhile, but | didn't noticeit
until I went back out to the sitting room. All the lampswere it in there, and afirelaid in the hearth as
well, and the serving girl who had come to my bedchamber door earlier was moving around straightening
things that didn't need to be straightened. There was no sign of the gown she'd had, but when she turned
her smilewas back in place.

"My lady, there's been word from your father the Duke," she said, coming across the carpeting toward
me. "When you've finished dressing he asksthat you join him for afew moments before the feasting, and
has sent someone to bring you to him. He's a messenger and he's waiting outside with the fighters, and -
Areyou redly going to wear that sword?' Her eyes had gone wide and rounded again and she'd stopped
about five feet away, as though debating whether it would be safe to come any closer. Or maybeit wasa
matter of taste that put her off, and she didn't think ablack swordbelt went well with black and slver
leathers.

"I hadn't realized the custom had changed,” | told the girl, deciding it might be best to find amusement in
everything that was said to mefor aslong as| could. "Aren't members of the nobility still expected to
wear their usua weaponsto afeasting? In case they need to be called on to defend the castle in the event
of an attack?"



"But of coursethat's fill the custom,” the girl answered, blinking a mein confusion. "There hasn't been an
attack for years and years, but - Don't you know that's only supposed to apply to the men?"

"Itis?" | asked, trying to make my eyes go aswide as hers. "Well, what do you know? Maybe in that
case I'd be best off first asking my father. The messenger he sent is outside, you say?”

Her nod was very relieved and satisfied, saying she was glad sheld told me something | hadn't known.
She was agood ded better than the servant 1'd had during my last vist, but | intended speaking to Traixe
assoon as| saw him. If he couldn't find one who was difficult to shock, 1'd do without agirl atogether.

The hall outside had five men instead of four, and the older man who wasn't afighter did adouble-take
when | |eft my gpartment. He had so obvioudy been expecting someonein agown that it redly was
funny, and then he made it better than the serving girl had.

"By dt the gods, my lady, you're supposed to be dressed,” he blurted, his round and pudgy face snowing
how appalled he was. The rest of him was quite abit like hisface, and he looked up a me from the midst
of hisown finery.

"Evon help me, do you mean I've come out naked again?' | demanded in turn, quickly crossng my ams
infront of me. "I'm so terribly embarrassed, and oh! What you must think of me!”

The man suddenly didn't seem to know what to think about anything, and the chuckling coming from the
four fighters of my bodyguard only helped to turn hisface ruddier than it had been. When he settled on
affronted dignity he drew himsdlf up, and then seemed doubly upset that he till didn't match my height.

"That was quite amusing, my lady," he alowed, etching asmile on hisfaceto show that heredly did have
asense of humor. "Sir Fonid has spoken of the sharpness of your wit, and as dways he's quite correct.
Am | totakeit that you mean to attend the feasting just as you are”?'

"Youmay takeit, keepit, or giveit away if you like" | answered with a pleasant, friendly smile,
disappointed that he hadn't managed to put athird "quite” into the speech. ™Y ou're here to show meto
my faher?'

"Of course, Lady Sofdtis" he said in agtiff and brittle way, bowing to cover his expression. He had
briefly forgotten the only reason he wasthere, and resented the fact that I'd reminded him of it. "If you
will follow me, please”

Heled off down the hal and turned right, going toward my father'swing of the castle, and just theway |
followed him my bodyguards followed me - or, &t least, three of them did. The fourth moved out ahead
to walk just behind the round, unjolly messenger, an eyes-ahead who would probably bethefirst to fal if
there happened to be an attack. None of us redlly expected there would be an attack, not right therein
the castle, but that only goes to show how complacency can ruin even professionals who should know
better.

If the two doors on either side of the hall hadn't been opened just a the same time, we would have had
no warning & al. The hall was broad in that wing, the carpeting old but still thick, most of the rooms left
unused unlessthere was aroyd visit with an entourage to put up. The wall lamps had been lit and |eft that
way, obvioudy to keep us from becoming suspicious, but the fighters of my bodyguard must have been
just as used to passing doors there that stayed closed as | was. The sound of the doors being thrown
open just as we passed them made us dl reach for our hilts, and then the fight was on.

How do you describe a fight between five defenders and four timestheir number or more in awkwardly
swinging but grimly determined attackers? My first thought was to wonder where the hell they dl could



have come from, but that was a question to be answered a another time. The men al wore homespun
with small swatches of leather pinned to them, and the ones who swarmed in front of me didn't stand very
long. | had the fleeting impression that they weren't terribly eager to face me, for which | couldn't blame
them, but the wide hall wasn't so wide that they had much of a choice. We fought amost in each other's
laps, my bodyguard swallowed up fast in the raging torrent of bodies, each of them probably asaone
and surrounded as | was.

| didn't redlize how wordlesdy quiet the fight was until | heard a shout and the pounding of bootson
carpeting above the clatter of stedl, obvioudy a sizable group coming to join the elbow-lo-elbow melee. |
had managed to put my back to awall hanging before anyone had found the opportunity to swing a me
from behind, and was spending most of my time keeping the men in homespun from charging in on me.
One or two of them had tried throwing their lives away to a purpose by atempting to impale themsalves
on my sword - which might have kept my blade entangled long enough for the othersto reach me- but |
wasn't fighting my first or second battle. After I'd cut down the first of them to try the ploy the others had
given up on it, but when they heard the approach of ardieving force they grew even more frantic than
they had been.

| honestly don't know how long | would have stood againgt them then if they'd been even dightly more
skilled with the swords they held. I'd whittled them down to haf adozen or less, but till couldn't attack
without exposing my back to their friends. Defensive fighting usudly does very little more than give your
opponent achance to find an opening through that defense, but you don't attack in asituation like that -
especiadly without mail - unlessit'sto a purpose or your life dependson it. They dl began beating a me
with their wegpons, as though they thought they were holding sticks instead, and only the heavy sweep of
my blade kept them from rushing forward as they struck. Then the newcomers reached us with shouts of
outrage, and the attackers, dmost as one, turned and threw themselves at them.

Needlessto say, it was only amatter of seconds before was no one left standing who didn't have my
father's colors on the | eft Side of histunic. The newcomers had been more of Traixesfighters, and their
leader stormed up just a- little behind them from what was probably a different direction, not redlizing
that his shouted orders were coming too late. Traixe wastrying to tell his men to keep at least acouple of
the attackers dive for questioning, something they should have thought of on their own and might have if
they hadn't been so outraged. All of the attackers had escaped the need to worry about being asked
anything awkward, and when Traixe saw that the expression on hisface made some of hismen look as
though they were envying those who littered the floor.

"... damn" fool byblowswho use mush for braing" Traixe was muttering as he came up to me, furious
but till inspecting me closdly. "Areyou hurt in any way a al, Sofdtis? If you arentt it can only be
because Evon stood as your shield and guided your blade-aswell as having been your teacher.™"

He was eyeing the number of bodies around me at that point, and even as| wiped at the sweat on my
forehead with the back of my left hand, | had to agree the number wasimpressive. Now that | could ook
around, it seemed that most of the attackers had been in my vicinity.

"None of them were good enough for Evon to have needed to bother,” | said, tossing my head to get the
damp hair out of my eyes, my bloody sword held carefully away from what were supposed to be my
dressleathers. "What about the fighters who were with me?”

"Three of them are fine; no more than ascratch here and there," he answered, and then the rage
increased in his eyes dthough his voice changed not a al. "1 passed the fourth on my way over here,
lying on the carpeting with histhroat dit-and his head bashed in from behind. The only blood near him
washisown.”



His glance had goneto my left, the direction we'd been walking in, which meant the lone fighter out ahead
of us had been the oneto die. | remembered thinking that was usualy theway of it - but not under those
particular circumstances.

"Traixe, they couldn't have gotten behind him!" | protested, definitely fedling confused. "They didn't come
out of the rooms until the other three and | had passed. And what happened to that messenger? Did they
cut him down, or is he the reason reinforcements got here so fast?"

"My other fighters got here so fast because some of them can actudly think," he said with something of a
headshake. "They were called out when two bodies were found in aback passage behind the kitchens, a
passage that hadn't been used for years. The two kitchen workers weren't the sort to disappear without
reason, S0 the kitchen master sent the others around searching, and the bodies were found more by
accident than design. When the unit leader of my fighters saw them, hisfirst thought wasthat they'd
stumbled into something they shouldn't have seen and had been killed for it. That thought led himinto
wondering what the something could be, and then it came to him that the only thing different about the
house right now was that you had arrived. He sent his unit off without worrying about looking foolish if he
were wrong, then came pelting over to my gpartment. We both ran dl the way, but we were till too
late”

"Not asfar as| was concerned,” | said, giving him my own headshake. "But that till doesn't answer al of
my question. What about the messenger?'

"He'sgone," Traixe growled, the sound of betraya discovered in the two short words. "He hasto have
been the one who hit my fighter from behind, no one else would have had the opportunity and position.
Also, someone had to have arranged to get that pack into the castle, and out again if they'd pulled off
whatever they weretrying. Do you have any ideahow many years he's been in service with the Duke?
How deep does this Evon - forsaken thing go?”'

"Deep enough, obvioudy, to have reached into the household,” | said, asangry at that as Traixe was.
"The one bright point isthat you now have someone to question when you catch up to him. He couldn't
have made it out of the castle yet, could he?!

"Have you been away too long to remember how many nooks and crevasses this castle hasto hide in?”
Traixe asked, judtifiably sour. "'l get thefeding well be searching for months without finding anything, but
that doesn't mean we won't bother. Let me have a couple of wordswith my men.”

He turned away to the fighters who were searching bodiesin an effort to seeif they could learn anything,
which gave me the chance to look around for something to wipe my blade on. After amoment | had to
ettle for the homespun of one of my former attackers, and was just straightening up with my sword as
clean asit waslikdly to get until | was back in my apartment, when my father arrived.

"By Evon, thisisnot to betolerated!" came the sudden roar, causing everyoneto look up or turn around.
"Inmy very house, damn them! If thisisthe sort of war they want, thisiswhat they'll get! Traixe! I'll have
you and your captainsjust after first light tomorrow! Right now my only concernisfor Sofdtis.”

"Shel'sunhurt, my lord,” Traixe said a once, putting his hand out in my direction. "See, as| sad: it was
her enemieswho cameto harm.”

My father turned his head to look at me, and relief lightened the burden from his shoulders. He was il
astdl and unbent as ever, hisbrown hair untouched by gray, still the strong man in his prime who had
never consdered warmth and love indications of weakness. When my aunt 11li had become exasperated
with me she would tell me how much like my father | was, and I'd usualy annoyed her more by taking
that as acompliment.



"| can see, Father, that you took Duke Verid's criticism to heart,” | said by way of greeting, sheathing my
sword as | walked toward him. ""He was the one who claimed your welcoming hospitality wasn't as
exciting ashisin the east, wasn't he? If | ever meet him again, | can now tell him how wrong he was."

"| can see, Daughter, that you haven't changed after al,” he came back, agrin breaking through the
disapprova he wastrying to show for my flippancy. "1 would much rather have seen Verid partaking of
this-"exciting welcoming,”" and then I, too, would have found some amusement in it. Have you gotten to
be s0 excellent a Blade that you're now beyond a proper greeting for your father?'

He hdd hisarms out to me as| laughed, and then | wasin them, hugging as hard as| was being hugged. |
would never be beyond needing that sort of a greeting, and somehow my father seemed to know it. It
had felt good to be home before; now it was wonderful.

"Let'sleavethismessfor Traixeto seeto,” my father said after amoment, loosening hishug but ill
keeping one arm around me. "Y ou and | have some things to discuss before we join our guestsin the
feadting hdl. Comewith me"

Just because my father had taken over as my escort and guide didn't mean Traixe was satisfied. We
hadn't taken three steps before there were sounds behind us on the carpeting, sounds of following boots.
The boots werefilled with six of Traixesfighters, and rather than being annoyed my father seemed grimly
contented. | suppose that should have given me ahint of some sort, but asit was| put it down to the
scare of aclose call and forgot about it.

The door to my father's study stood open, apparently as held left it when held come running out, but the
two House Guards were il at their poststo either side of it even though they looked asif they wished
they'd gone dong. We left our six shadows outside with the guards and father closed the door on all of
them, then he went to aslver tray and began filling two slver cupsfrom acrysta pitcher.

"I've been saving thiswinefor along time," he said, replacing the pitcher and turning to me with the cups
and agmile. "I must admit | was upset at first to learn that your aunt had et you become a Blade, but
now | mean to write her a once and express my profound thanks. If not for that, | might have saved this
wineto no purposeat dl.”

"Redlly, Father, they weren't anywhere near good enough to worry about,” | assured him, taking one of
the cups with an answering smile. "If | hadn't been a Blade, they would have gone down by tripping over
their own feet.”

"Of coursethey would," he said, his agreement more arefusal to argue than abelief inwhat I'd said. "l
bid you welcome on your return home, Daughter, and ask Evon to continue guarding you for the short
while you remain in danger. To dertnesstill then, and a gpeedy end to the need for aertness.”

He had raised his cup for the formal welcoming toast, with me, of course, doing the same, and then we
drank. The winereally was excellent, but | couldn't help wondering about the odd way he'd put the toast.

"Areyou trying to say you have aplan to finish off our enemies, Father?' | asked once the cups were
down, the sudden inspiration making me eager. "Whatever it is, | hope you know you'll have my bladeto
add to the showdown. When do we get started with it?”

"Patience, child, patience," he said with alaugh, enjoying what he saw in my face. "One day well have
those shadow-skulkers on their knees before us, dl their crimes about to be paid for. What we're doing
now isonly astopgap, but one that will givethem ablank wall to raven againgt, awall that will have you
safely behind it. Then they can plot and plan to their hearts content, and it won't do them any good."”



"l havethefeding I'm missing something,” | said dowly, finding it impossbleto follow him. "But | dso
have thefeding | ought to tell you about the plan | came up with after getting your letter. | was going to
wait to seeif the same thought aready occurred to you, but now I think it's better if | mention it first.
After what just happened, | don't want you thinking you'll be taking advantage of me or putting mein
danger I'm not fully prepared to ded with."

| broke off then to take another swallow of wine, finding it alot harder talking about my plan than
thinking of it had been. My father looked at me with raised brows, just as he aways had when I'd been
very young and trying to ask for something he would probably consider ingppropriate, and that helped to
make it worse. To the rest of the world | was agrown woman and aBlade, but | had the definite
impression he fill saw me as nothing more than hislittle girl.

"Father, now that Rymar isgone you have no her,” | plunged in, turning from him to look around at the
wood and silk-draped walls of his study. There were weapons on those walls, weapons that the Dukes
of our family had used each in hisown day, and sight of them, | discovered, was aso doing more harm
than good. "In times like these you need an heir who's skilled with wegpons, one who won't be put out of
the way as easily as Rymar was, one who will be of your blood and make you proud of that blood. With
al my brothers gone or missing, theré's only one person left who fits those quaifications. I'm asking you
to name meyour her."

| just had to turn back to look at him then, but there was no change in the expression I'd turned away
from, unless his brows had gone even higher. He amost seemed frozen in shock, and then he suddenly
began chuckling, asthough at a particularly good joke.

"Y our sense of humor certainly hasn't changed, Sofdtis," he said, raising hiscup to sip from it, even his
eyes amused. "For amoment there | thought you were serious.”

"Father, | am serious,” | said, trying very hard not to show the abrupt and intenseinsult | wasfeding.
"How can you think I'm not?"

"Girl, no one with any sense could serioudy propose something likethat," he answered with asnort of
lighter amusement, gesturing aside the entire concept. "My Barons and Counts would be up inarms so
fast it would take our breath away, and who could blame them? No sane man would make awoman his
heir, evenif it weren't againgt the Strictest traditions we've dways lived by. Women's heads are too easily
turned by pretty words and a handsome face, and the fool who named awoman his heir would soon
have a common-born stranger in that place. And in thisinstance, it would only serve to plunge you even
more deeply into danger. No, child, under no circumstanceswill | name you my heir.”

"Father, that'sunfair!" | protested, hearing the beginnings of anger no matter how hard | fought againgt it.
"I've met enough men to know how | react to them, and | haven't seen one yet who's been ableto turn
my head. And I'm more than willing to put on ademonstration of Blade skill to keep your Countsand
Barons prudently quiet, the sort that will let them know I'm no stranger to war. Asfar asbeing plunged
more deeply into danger goes, that's utter nonsense. They're dready coming after me with what seems
like everything they have, so what more could they do?'

"By my calculations, quiteabit,” he answered, turning away to seat himsdlf in adeep lesther chair before
bringing his eyes back to me. "The one named my heir will be targeted for nation a al costs, and
that one won't be you even if you pout and throw atantrum the way you used to when you were small.
Only aman can survive under something like that - and convince them to try their luck e sewhere rather
than here - and that'swho my heir will be. A man.”

"Redly," | sad, soflatly furiousthat hiseyes narrowed just alittle. "A man. Rather than ahdpless,



empty-headed femae. So which of my brothers have you located?!

"My agents have been able to find neither one of them," he said with a headshake, something of an edge
to hisvoicein reaction to my less-than-docile attitude. "The key to my current problem ismy eldest
daughter Sofdtis, who will not dig her hedlsin and demand her own way. Shewill obey her father as
she's duty-bound to do, and everything will continue according to the very careful planning her elders
have made. Do you understand me, girl?"

"Father, | haven't understood athing snce wefirst began talking,” | said, finding that the least incendiary
answer | could think of. "If you don't believe I'm good enough to be your heir, why did you cal me
home?'

"If you weren't S0 set on having everything your own way, you'd scarcely need to ask," he returned,
leaning back in complete comfort in hischair. "Y ou're agood number of years beyond thetime agirl of
your station should properly be settled, but that's worked out for the best. As soon as he gets here, you'll
be married to the man I've chosen asmy heir.”

Pleasad anticipation shouldn't have the ability to drop a celling on your head, but that'swhat | felt my
father's words had done to me. | stood and stared at him in silence for amoment before quickly draining
the cup | held, and only then did it come to me that | had nothing to worry abouit.

"For aminute there you had me going, Father,” | said, snorting my amusement the way he had done. "'I'd
amost forgotten I'm of age, so | thought you were serious. Y ou can't complain about not having gotten
back at me, because you have."

| shook my head as| turned to the wine pitcher, wondering if held been as shocked as | had felt. Hearing
something like that out of the blue is enough to rattle anyone, but | felt agood deal better. Better, that is,
until 1 turned back with my cup refilled to find him grinning faintly and shaking his heed.

"I'm afraid you've spent too long atimein the north, my child," he said, sounding anything but afraid.
"Herein the south only men come of age, atradition which is also supported by King'sLaw. Asmy
daughter you're bound to obey my wishes, and would be bound so even if you had just begun your
true-tenth decade. Y our betrothd to Lord Kyjin of the House of Torain, son of Trame, Duke of Arthil,
has aready been registered at the King's court. Which meansyou'll be married to him as soon as
possible after he arrives here and we've dl met him. Now that you've been given forma notice of the
arrangements, you may consider yourself bound by Law aswell astradition.”

"Bound to marry someone even you haven't met," | said, so furiousit wasdl | could do to keep my hand
from my hilt. "Isthat why you got me back here without telling me why you wanted me so badly? To trap
me with the Law in case | wasn't loya enough to the family to do things your way after Smply being
asked? Am | too- female - for anyone to expect rational cooperation from me?"

"No, no, girl, itisnt that at dl," he said, findly disturbed enough to put his cup asde and rise again. " Of
course | was prepared to ask and expect your cooperation, it's just that your attitude made me fed this
was the better gpproach. And it'sbest, of course, if you understand you have no choicein the matter-"

"Isthat 07" | asked, stepping back from the arms he tried to put around me. "Y ou think | have no choice
inthe matter? Well, it so happensthat if you'd asked rather than told me, you would have been right. |
would have had no choice but to agree, but you didn't ask so | have avery definite option. Call the
King's Fighters and have me arrested.”

Thistime | was the one who turned away to achair to sit, and when | looked back a him he was smply
sanding and staring a me. He was wearing avery faint frown, as though he weretrying to figure out a



puzzle, and findly he shook his head.

"l don't understand,” he protested, his tone showing he was definitely not used to not understanding.
"What could King's Fighters possibly have to do with any of this?

"They're the ones who enforce the King's Law, aren't they?' | asked in turn, Spping a my winewhile
being very, very reasonable. "Since I'm about to break one of the King's Laws, you'll need them to arrest
me. | don't care how many timesthat betrothal was registered, I'm not marrying anyone. Stuff that in your
traditionsand broil it."

My father had been a Duke for many years, running every-one and everything to suit what he considered
right, but he hadn't gone entirely without various kinds of opposition. He had experience dedling with that
oppaodgition in al waysincluding diplomacy, and that, despite the anger smoldering in hiseyes, iswhat he
tried on me next.

"Sofdtis, arefusa like that would do nothing more than bring ridicule down on our family name,” he said,
working hard to "out-reason” me. "Y our agreement to the marriage isn't required, you know. The
contracts dready have my signature, which leaves nothing but the formality of the ceremony to complete
the legdities. Why make afuss when you redly have no choice but to accede to my wishes?!

"Ah, yes, theformdlity of the ceremony,” | drawled, smiling at him over therim of my cup. "The
meaningless formdity during which apriest of Evon asksif thebrideistruly willing. Since I'm not willing
and would not hesitate to say so, | wonder what would become of that unimportant little formality?
Would apriest of Evon try pretending he hadn't heard my refusd? Especidly with my point to histhroat?

| think it wasn't until right that moment that my father actualy understood what sort of female hewas
dealing with. He seemed to be very used to the sort who trembled and wept and tried desperately to
refuse, but ended up obeying anyway. | had never understood that sort of woman, no matter how hard
I'd tried; aslong as you were willing to accept the consequences of refusal, how could anyone force you
away from your chosen stand? With pain? With the threat of death? If forced capitulation isn't the worst
of pan, if deathisn't preferableto living life to the tune of someone esesflute, then why bother protesting
inthefirg place?

"Sothat'sit," my father said softly, nodding his head as he looked down at me. "'l couldn't seeit at firdt,
but now | do. Y ou're using not having been "asked" as an excuse. Y ou wouldn't have agreed to a
marriage no matter how it was presented to you, no matter how it made the family look. Y ou're not
interested in respongibilities, only in rights, and now that you're a Blade you think you can overlook duty
entirely. I'm very glad you weren't a son rather than a daughter, Sofdtis. My sons may not have earned
Blade status, but | never had difficulty being proud of them.”

"Father, yourewrong!" | protested as he turned his back and smply stood there drinking hiswine,
undoubtedly aware of just how upset he'd made me. "I know the meaning of duty aswell as anyone!
Y ou're trying to force me into doing things your way, into agreeing to something you havenoright..."

"Noright?" heinterrupted, turning back quickly to look at me with theintensity of anger. "1 do beg your
pardon, my lady, but those who are lowborn may not have the right. Those who are nobly born have not
only theright but also the responsibility. The people of my lands may be unimportant to others, but to me
they're very precious and must have the best I'm able to give them. My family and | are bowed to and
enabled to live well so that we, in turn, will watch over our people and alow no harm to cometo them.
Now my people are about to come to harm through my having no competent heir for my place, and you
tell me | have no right? Say rather that | have no choice, and would not betray honor even if another
choice was possible. | do as| mugt, child, and so shall you."



"Thenwhat | must do is be sacrificed to your honor?" | demanded, putting my cup aside so that | might
stand and face him. "How | fed about marriage isn't the point here. What isthe point isthat I'm expected
to give up every say in my own life, just so that you and your people can al go your merry way. What
makesit my duty to do that, the accident of my birth? What makes me lessimportant than you and your
precious people? The fact that I'm not amale heir and therefore expendable? It's your honor and your
problem, so go ahead and solveit yoursdlf. If you want that Duke's son so badly, go ahead and adopt
him and then name him heir. That way you can leave methe hdl out of it."

| began to turn away, wanting nothing more than to go back to my gpartment, but suddenly my father's
hand was on my shoulder, holding mewhere| was.

"Sofdltis, the Law won't allow that,” he said quietly, atrace of compassionin hisvoice. "Aslong as| have
adaughter of marriageable age, that daughter must be married to whomever | choose asmy heir. In that
way my own blood can't be disinherited, our family lineforced to die out. The Law was meant for your
benefit, girl, not to trap you into an unwanted match. Despite what | said, | know you won't refuse to do
your duty. | told Traixe your loyalty to our family has never been in question, and you, yoursalf, will

prove meright. And now | think we've been closeted together long enough. We've afeasting and guests
awaitingus”

Rather than answering | smply pulled away from his hand, strode to the door and threw it open, then
headed back in the direction of my apartment. | was so upset | barely noticed the six fighterswho
scrambled after me, or the servants who were trying to clean the blood out of the carpeting in the hall
where the attack had taken place. All | wanted was solitude, and when | findly reached my bedchamber
| dammed and bolted the door, took off my swordbelt, then threw myself face down across my bed.

"Damn him!" | whispered fiercely, my fists pulling at the red silken cover | crushed under me. "Evon teke
him and broil himto aturn!”

| was so miserably angry | would havetorn thesilk if | could have, into smdll, tiny, insgnificant pieces.
Not the same sort of insignificant as | was, however, because according to my father | wasvery
important asfar asinggnificant goes. | had aduty to perform, and family obligationsto complete, and all
that was being asked of mein return wasto give up everything | was,

| turned onto my back and stared up at the canopy above my head, its dark gold color even darker in the
dimness of lamplight. I'd pretended to mysdlf that my father would welcome the idea of naming me his
heir, but even when I'd consdered the possibility of hisrefusa | hadn't pictured him laughing. And what
held done to me after that - using his ability in ruling people to twist meinto agreeing with what he
wanted! He'd taken advantage of his own daughter for the sake of people who were dmogt al strangers
to him, people he claimed he had aresponsibility toward. Would a peasant father have traded away a
daughter just that easily, or was concern like that reserved only for the nobility? My father loved his
people more than he did me, and | was supposed to rejoice and join him in his sacrifice?

| put an arm over my eyesto block out vision of the world, but inner pictures refused to stop forming. |
probably would have agreed to the marriage if 1'd been asked, but | hadn't been asked, no more than any
other female was asked. Did anyone care that | didn't want to be married? That the very thought of being
trapped like that for the rest of my life made me more afraid than 1'd been just before my first battle? My
mother had been glowingly happy in her marriage, but only because being married had brought her more
freedom than sheld had in her father's house. What marriage would bring to me was the exact opposite, a
davery most fathers seemed endlesdy eager to consign their daughtersto.

Wéll, | was one daughter who intended fighting those chains! | dropped my arm and sat up on the bed,
blinking back the multi-colored circlesin my vison. | hadn't pledged mysdlf to my father's demands, and



no matter how tightly he thought he had me caught up, | wasn't about to. If heforced metoit | would
refuse the vows, breaking both Law and tradition where everyone could see it. Sooner than have that
happen held let me go, to return to thelife | never should have left. AsaBlade 1'd been happy, and no
one had tried forcing me into anything | wanted no part of. That'sthelife I'd go back to, and then I'd be

happy again.

| lay back on my pillows, camed by the decision I'd made, and tried to imagine what Rull and the others
weredoing right then...

Traixe knocked and entered the study, but Duke Rilfe didn't look up immediately. The lord of the castle
was seated in achair saring into the middle of nothingness, and afull minute went by before he sghed
deeply and dtirred.

"Sheisn'tinthefeasting hall, and sheisn't here," Traixe observed, an odd reluctance to hiswords. "Does
that mean it went badly?'

"Badiy would be too understated aword," the Duke returned, looking up wearily. " She offered to be my
heir, Traixe, and | had to laugh at her."

"Had to, my lord?" the other man ventured, suddenly less sure of himsdlf. "The Law'srather plain on the
point, isn't it? Why would. .."

"Hang the Law!" Duke Rilfe snapped, clearly in no mood to be disagreed with or questioned. "Hasa
Duchess never been widowed, and then found to be amore competent ruler than her lord was? The Law
might have been fought, and win or lose | would have been honored to make the attempt for a daughter
like no other man has ever had - but not when the effort would have meant the signing of her deeth
warrant. | had to hurt her, Traixe, and manipulate her, but once the marriage is consummated and we can
drop the pretense, shell know | did it al for her sake. Her life is more precious to me than my own, and
thisistheonly way | can be sure of presarving it.”

" She agreed to the marriage, then?' the big Fighter asked, hisvoice gentle out of concern for hislord.
" She made no attempt to refuse to obey you?”'

"Sheinvited meto cal in King's Fighters to place her under arrest for breaking the Law," the Duke
returned with asnort, not entirely in amusement. "Sheistill ahelion, and young Kylin will have his hands
full with her, but she's aso filled with that sense of duty al my children have been blessed with. She may
fight and scream and rage and threaten, but shell never go so far asto put her point to apriest of Evon's
throat inrefusd.”

"If that's so, I'll be sure to thank Evon,” Traixe answered, unable to keep histone from going dry. "Since
I'm the priest of Evon who will be uniting them, | find the assurance of more than passing interest.”

"Traixe, you must sop worrying," the Duke said with agrin as he stood, the dark mood having passed
from him. ™Y ou and | both know shelll be far happier once she'swed, just like any other woman, even
abovethe safety it will bring to her. Right now | need your help in gpologizing to my guestsfor the
absence of the object of the feasting. Shal we say she'sweary from her long journey, or shdl wefind
another, more likdly, excuse?'

"I think, my lord, we would do best using a padding of the truth they al certainly know by now," Traixe
answered, returned to sobriety. "Y our enemies were so desperate to reach the girl they actually attacked
her herein the castle, and dthough she had no difficulty in defending hersdlf, you've inssted she keep to
her gpartments until a thorough search might be made for signs of any further skullduggery. Y our no
refusal to alow her to expose hersdlf to another attempt would be perfectly understandable.”



"Yes, youreright asusud, Traixe," the Duke agreed with anod, risng from the chair. "And if it should
happen that one of them had ahand in this, it may well cause the son of anight house crawler to squirm
and worry about what the investigation will turn up. Watch them closely during the feasting, my friend,
and we may learn athing or two."

"I mean to be more watchful than ever, my lord, till thegirl ispast al danger,” the other man agreed,
beginning to lead the way from the room. "May Evon grant that the wait for the young lord be as short as

posshble”

"May Evonindeed grant that,” the Duke agreed in turn, and then set histhoughts to the matter of dealing
with hisguests.

Chapter Five

Lord Kylin of Arthil, son of Duke Trame of Arthil, aso known asKylin Difres, King's Fighter, sat his
horse asit moved dong the road, wondering if his nerve would hold. Just then they circled the city of
Genseaon their way to the Castle of Duke Rilfe, and the nearer they got the more Kylin wished he could
smply turn around and ride away.

"Only acoward runs, but what's really wrong with being acoward?' he muttered, keeping his eyes on the
ever-shortening road. "Cowards live long, happy lives, I'm told, and never find themsalvesin danger of
dying of mortification.”

"Mortification don't hurt moren ashort while. Lord,” Strangis said from behind and to hisleft, the
chuckling clear in hisvoice. "Aint many who die from it, neither, "cept maybe aKing's Fighter'r two."

"An" mebbe aDuke's son'r three," Frask added from the same position to Kylin'sright, aso enjoying
himsdlf immensaly. "Y ou know you ain't gonnarun, Lord, so why you been sayin” it for th" last haf day?"

"It'spossible | made amigtake leaving Jestrion back at that inn," Kylin said, still in amutter, ill not
looking at the two fighters who rode somewhat behind him leading the pack horses. "'For some reason |
fed naked without him, and maybe even worse than naked.”

"Youwasright leavinl "im at theinn, Lord," Strangis assured him, now clearly working on getting rid of
hisamusement. "Y ou got

im down so0 good it'slike seein” two of "im, an' that could set folks to wonderin”. Them like Jestrion ain't
many, an" they don't take't"each other's company.”

"They don' like the competition,” Kylin muttered, then fell to brooding. Jestrion's sort wasrare and
unexplained, but everyone seemed to know at least one like him: too ddlicately horrified to enmesh
themsdvesin anything that involved sweet or strength or war skills, more flamboyant than any femae
ever to havelived, ridiculoudy graceful and overly talkative - and dmost completely uninterested in the
pastimes indulged in by most human beings. It wasn't that Jestrion and the othersliked something better
than women; they tended to didike everything with an equa intengty. Women were too flighty and men
too sweaty, and their own kind appedled to them even less. It was Evon's way of making sure the
mistake was self-correcting, Kylin thought, but that didn't explain why the mistake had to be madein the
fird place.

A mistake which he now had to mimic.

Kylin sighed deeply, trying to keep firmly in mind the fact that he was protecting the life of the girl who
would soon be hiswife. Shewould probably faint when shefirst laid eyes on him, and not only because



of theflouncing hewould do. Hisfather had known how difficult - if not impossible- it would beto
disguise hissize, so he had taken the road leading in the opposite direction. Kylin's clothing emphasized
his build, but with so many flairs and folds and drapes that he seemed fat rather than large. Fat and soft
and flouncing, covered in yellow and orange and pink and pale green, with red boots and - Evon help us
- ared swordbet and new-seeming sword. The sword, with hilt sllvered and rewrapped in new red
leather, wasredlly hisown in disguise, but it looked so out-of-place on him that no one would believeit
was anything more than decoration.

"And I've got to remember not to swear by Evon," he muttered again, thistime to himsdlf. Jestrion rarely
swore, and then only by al the gods: It would be lft to those around Kylin to swear by Evon, and then
the Fighter brightened with athought he hadn't had before: if any of Duke Rilfe's people got upset enough
to try attacking him, why, held just have to defend himself, now wouldn't he? After that he could protect
the girl personally until they went through the ceremony - betrotha alowed him that and more, if he
wanted it - and everything would work out just the way it was supposed to. Why hisfather and Duke
Rilfe hadn't thought of that he didn't know, but since he'd aready agreed to do it their way heéld haveto
seeif he could push matters over into more pleasant territory. Smply acting like Jestrion ought to be
enough, but just in case...

By thetimetheroad Kylin and his"escort" rode joined another coming out of the city and began to wind
uphill, the disguised King's Fighter was struggling not to chuckle. Using his pose to shorten the length of
time he needed to keep up that pose appealed to his sense of humor, and if just afew minutes earlier hed
been reluctant to reach the castle, now he wasjust short of being eager. He could seeit easily from
where herode, agray and comfortable pile of stone very much like the one held grown up in, so much
likeit, infact, that he wondered about its secret exits. And how many of the Duke's household knew
about those exits.

Being reminded about the problem into which he rode sobered Kylin, and his eyes narrowed against the
afternoon sun as helooked al the way up to the castl€'s battlements. Getting into afortification like that
was either ameatter of being allowed through the entrance tunnd or throwing an army againgt itswalls, but
it had been decided by one of the very first dukesthat leaving it shouldn't dways have to be amatter of
record. Although most people didn't know it, the castles of the four Dukes each had their own private
exits, accessble from inside the castle but not from without. Normally the arrangement was private
enough and safe enough, but those days were far from normal. Once held been named heir held haveto
speak to Duke Rilfe about it, to be sure Archil's safeguards were duplicated in Gensea.

Riding up to the castle's main gate was an experience initself, and Kylin redlized it was agood thing he'd
unconscioudy braced himsdf. The House Guard unit manning the gate had started to lower their pikesin
challenge, and then most of them had stopped to stare and then to laugh and point. Kylin ignored them
with the sort of dismissiveness that most people found extremely insulting, and when the unit leader
stepped forward, scowling rather than laughing, he made very sure to continue the attitude.

"What'n hdll isthis, a Celebration Day dress-up parade?’ the sergeant barked, mostly to the object of his
ire. "What you doin" knockin" at our gates, boy? Y ou sdllin” somethin' you think we're hard up enough to

buy?

"Watch y'r mouth, Sergeant,” Frask said from Kylin's right, moving up to St his horse beside the very
obvioudy bored young gentleman. The men behind the sergeant were snickering, and Frask was coldly
unamused by their reaction. "This herésLord Kylin, son 0" Duke Trame of Arthi, cometo marry up
with Duke Rilfesgirl. Y ou wannashow usth” way in?"

Kylin was prepared for amost any reaction - yells of rage, snarls of disbelief, growls of insult and refusd,
even gaes of laughter-but what actudly did come surprised and confused him. To aman the unit froze



and stood staring, even the crusty unit leader, and then the man closed his eyes and covered them with a
hand.

"l an'tgonnadoit," the sergeant muttered, apparently to himself, hisvoicefaint but determined. "This
time| ain't gonna have nothin""t'do with it. Bithit-you take "em to the hall, then get y'r carcass back here.
Moveit!"

One man from the unit detached himself as the others moved back and to the side, and then the man was
trotting through the entrance tunndl, left hand holding his sword ill, possibly trying to outdistance those
who were supposed to be following. Frask sent Kylin astartled glance, showing that the fighter didn't
understand what was happening any more than hislord did, - and then he moved ahead into the tunnel
first, leaving Kylin to follow with Strangis behind asthird. That Frask was uneasy was obvious, but the
men of the gate unit seemed too deep in their own thoughtsto notice.

Frask's suspicions turned out to be groundless; the three riders drew rein in front of large metal-bound
doors without anything untoward happening. Granted there had been plenty of stares and goggling, and
the Guardsman who had beaten them there was till talking softly but animatedly to a serving man just
ingde the doors, but there hadn't been anything in the way of attack. Kylin couldn't help fedling the least
bit disappointed, but had to admit it was really too soon for his plan to work.

Frask, having left the pack horsesto Strangis, dismounted as soon as they'd stopped and came to hold
Kylin'sbridle so that hislord might also dismount. Kylin made a production out of it, brushing his cloak
aside and then swinging down with careless grace - only to lose the grace a the last moment and be left
with nothing but the careless. Frantic footwork kept him from going flat on his back, but in the process
his swordbelt went askew and the scabbard nearly ended up unmanning him. He grabbed for the stirrup
leather and managed to steady himsdlf, at the same time silently thanking Evon that it wasn't awar horse
he rode. If he'd tried that nonsense with his favorite mount Thunder Shadow, he would have been lucky
to get away without teeth marksin hishide.

With both feet firmly if somewhat heavily on the ground, Kylin smoothed his clothing and swordbelt
straight with short, gentle movements, then turned toward the open doors asif nothing had happened.
Frask was looking down at the ground with hisjaw clamped tight, obvioudy having enjoyed Kylin's effort
and trying not to show it, but the fighter hadn't been the only witnessto the affair. Inside the doors were
more people than had been there the last time Kylin had looked, and every one of them stared in frozen
Speechlessness.

"Isthis Duchy so barbaric | need to ask for something to soothe the dust from my throat?* Kylin plunged
in at once before he decided to think better of it, hisnormally deep voice whiny and petulant. "1 knew it
would belikethis, | just knew it, but would " Father listen? He certainly would not, and now I've comedl
thisway just to watch them pretend to be Statues, asthough they'd never in their lives seen agentleman
before..."

"Lord Kylin, pleaseforgive usl" one of the statues said asit cameto life, a statue that hadn't yet reached
the doors before stopping. The man was obvioudy an upper servant of some sort to judge by his
clothing, and he spoke from a place behind al the others who had magically appeared. Closest to the
threshold were the guardsman and the door servant, with another servant and three boys who were
probably there for the horses behind those two. Directly behind the boys were two maid servantswith
trays, pretty enough to make Kylin groan inwardly &t their expressions, and behind the girlswas the man
who had spoken.

"Lord Kylin, your road cup and an assortment of tidbits are right here," the upper servant went onin an
ingtantly soothing way, pushing the girls forward ahead of him. "Please sep into the hdl in full welcome



from Duke Rilfe, who will be here persondly to greet you in amoment. | am Sir Fonid, and would
consider it an honor to have fetched whatever you require.”

The othersin Kylin's path melted away to either side, probably afraid of being run down asthe important
new arriva sniffed disdainfully then lumbered forward through the doors. There was an atempt at grace
in the heavy gait, but the results of the attempt were not pleasant to the eye. Kylin's pretty red boots had
small strips of wood in them, to keep him from reverting to his naturad walk. When he reached the trays
the girls held he took a goblet from one and a handful of tiny sandwiches from the second, swallowed the
sandwiches fast before tasting the wine, then turned to the man who had named himsalf Sir Fonid.

"A pity the Duke's master cook hastakenill," Kylin remarked, dabbing delicately at hislipswith apae
green kerchief from hiswide deeve. "And do be sureto let me know when your better wines have been
brought up from the cdllars. | tend to enjoy unusua occasions such asthose.”

Sir Fonid's expression was a drictly held neutrality as he bowed, but the shuffling and muttering to be
heard elsewherein the hal gave Kylin agood dedl of hope. There had to be fighters somewherein the
house, and the sooner they got there to hear what he had to say, the better it would be.

"Y ou must be exhausted after your journey, Lord Kylin," Sir Fonid said when heéld straightened from his
bow, gtill wearing the neutral expression. "If you'll excuse mefor amoment I'll have achair brought, and
aso make certain that the Duke knows of your arriva.”

He bowed again then escaped as fast as he could, something that would ordinarily have made Kylin laugh
out loud. He, himsdlf, was the sort who would have preferred staying to bait the unpleasant new arrivd,
but even a high servant wasn't redlly in aposition to do that. The man was retreating in good order to
await thearrival of stronger reinforcements, and it wasn't possible to fault him for using such sound
tactics. The delicate new arrivd therefore turned away from the departing servant with aflick of his
kerchief and a put-upon sigh, then returned his attention to the tray of "inferior” sandwich snacks. He
hadn't eaten much when they'd stopped at noon that day, but with his appetite back he was ready to
make up for it.

Duke Rilfe knew held been difficult to kegp up with on the way to the main entrance hall, but Traixe's
stride had matched his every step of the way, the two of them ignoring the fighters straggling behind. He
couldn't credit the luck they'd had so far, with Kylin showing up only aday behind Sofaltis, but he knew
it couldn't last. Tradition forced athree-day celebration period on him before the ceremony could be
held, and those three days could well seem like three hundred if there wastrouble. If only he could lay
hands on the one in his household who wasin Nimram's pay! There was no doubt there was such aone,
everything pointed that way, but they'd dl been with him for so many yearsl How could he let Traixe ask
questions the way he wanted to, with instruments of persuasion that would -

The Duke stopped short just at the entrance to the hall, startled at sight of the man who waited there. For
amoment held forgotten what Trame's son would look like, and very briefly he prayed fervently that it
was adisguise. The man wasjugt aslarge asthe King's Fighter he remembered, but somehow muscular
Sze had been turned into mountainous flab, commanding gestures had become over-graceful waves, and
the balance of aFighter was nowhere to be seen. And those clothes! In full daylight he must be blinding,
and Duke Rilfe couldn't help admiring the man's courage. There wasn't much in the world that could have
gotten himinto clotheslike that, especidly inthe midst of strangers.

"Red bootsto go with ared swordbelt,” Traixe muttered, glancing at the Duke with amused pain quickly
hidden. "Shall we go to greet your future heir?!

"And get it over with asfast as possible?' the Duke murmured back, sharing the amusement before



resettling his expression into the scowl it was supposed to be. "I think it'stime we found out what in hell is
going on here!™

The Duke'slast words were spoken forcefully enough to reach everyonein the hal, causing them to turn
toward him as he stalked forward. The servants faded quickly back out of harm'sway, but the nightmare
inflowing Flower colorstripped forward afew steps and then bowed.

"My dear Duke Rilfe, how good of you to findly find the time to greet me persondly,” the man sniffed,
the petulance in histone bringing the Duke the definite urge to put afist in the other'sface. "My father
assured me | would be more than welcome here, especialy since | cometo fulfill family obligations. |
redly do believe | shdl need to speak with him when next heand | meet.""

"Which, if Evon'sluck should return, won't bethat long in coming,” the Duke growled, glaring into
blue-green eyesthat thankfully weren't entirely like the rest of the man. ™Y our father was supposed to
have sent a husband for my daughter, and athough he and | have had our differences of late, | refuseto
believe him dishonorable. He would have kept to hisword.”

"And s0 hedid,” Kylin answered with another sniff, brushing at hisdeevesto fluff them. "Ashisson |
fulfill the word he gave, and he advised me not to alow you to be rude and abrupt. Asthe betrotha has
already been registered with the King's court - something done by you, | believe - | must be welcomed
with full ceremony and hospitdlity. It isthe Law."

"Laws need to be chalenged every now and then to keep them viable," the Duke snarled low, held
where he stood only by the presence of Traixe's hand tight around his arm. That damned superior, smug
gmileon thefool'sface-! Y ou come with meright now! This conversation callsfor more private
surroundings, where impertinent young men might be - reasoned with. Traixel Make sure hefollowd™

Duke Rilfe turned away to stalk out of the hall again, leaving a hard-eyed Traixe to seeto the visitor.
Kylin could tell that the man who'd been put in charge of him was an experienced Fighter, but neither he
nor the fighterswho now followed the Duke out had gotten insulted enough to start anything physical.
With that in mind he thought fast, then came up with something to add.

"If you think I'm going to give up thelife of aDukes heir, you're quite mad," he caled after the iff,
retreating back, making sure he added aridiculing smper. "Since my father won't have me at home for
some reason, this Duchy promises my sole opportunity for living as agentleman redly should. | won't..."

"Ease up before he forgets you're playing a part, you young idiot!" the man Traixe hissed a himin the
lowest of voices as he closed ahand around hisarm. The Duke had nearly paused in his somping exit,
and Kylin redized Traixe wasright. Kylin'saim wasto start afight, but not with the man whose heir he
would be.

"Very well, I'll come, but | trust I've made my position clear to everyone,” Kylin said in supposed answer
to what Traixe had hissed, men et himsalf be manhandled out of the hdl. Kylin was pretending to be
extremely put-upon, but Traixe was feding consderably better. The arm held closed his hand on was
larger and more muscularly hard than the Duke's or his own, something that had been very cleverly
concedled by Kylin's gracefully garish clothing. It looked like things redlly were going to work out well,
the way plans as complex astheirsrarely did. With Evon's help they were amost out of the woods.

It didn't take long to reach the Duke's study and enter behind him, the fighters having been left out in the
hall with the on-duty House Guards. The Duke seethed with hopefully pretended rage and glared at Kylin
while servants hurried around setting out refreshments, leaving Kylin nothing to do but look criticaly and
unenthusiagtically around at the mar-vel ous chamber. Hisfather had astudy like that, with his ancestors
weapons al around him, and Kylin had aways felt strengthened after visiting the place. The weapons



represented the continuity of life aswell as hisfamily'sresponghility to stand themselves before any
danger threatening those who weren't similarly armed. Not every man could be afighter, but every man
deserved the defense of hislord, should the need arise. The people provided sustenance while their lord
provided safety, and-

"What in broiling hdll isthis?" avoice suddenly demanded from behind Kylin, causing him to turn around.
With the servants ill here the door to the hall hadn't yet been closed, and standing just insde the
doorway with fists on hipswasthe sort of girl Kylin hadn't been expecting. Shewasabig girl but lithe
and shapdly, with long brown hair banded around her brow above flashing gray eyes. Her black leathers,
swordbelt and slver medallion said she was a Blade, which made the son of Arthil wonder who she
could be. A girl like that was enough to interest any man, and that despite the fact that she was no more
than pretty. Spirit had amore lasting attraction than beauty with nothing behind it, but then

Kylin remembered he was, for ail intents and purposes, amarried man. Night house girls were one thing,
not at al the same as someone who seemed to be amember of Duke Rilfe's household. ..

"Sofdtis, what are you doing here?' Duke Rilfe demanded in turn, dmost sounding shaken. "l was going
to send for you later..."

"Wereyou redly," the girl interrupted with cold fury, her eyes on aKylin who suddenly wanted
desperately to berid of the role hewas still being forced to play. "Word travels unbelievably fast around
here, which means | heard about the arrival of your newest guest without having to wait to be told about
it by you. Areyou serioudy trying to suggest thet thisisa son of Duke Trame of Arthil?'

"Kylin of the House of Torain a your service, my lady,” Kylin couldn't keep himsdlf from saying with a
bow, but to his horror it aso came out with asmper!

"Do dlow meto say how honored | amto. .

He had begun to step forward automatically to reach for the girl's hand, but was stopped in histracks
when that hand went to the hilt hanging to her left. From the look in her blazing gray eyes he knew she
would draw on him if he came one pace closer, and it never occurred to him that hed amost found the
fight he'd been looking for. Going up againgt a Blade wasn't alark under any circumstances, and the last
thing he wanted to do was hurt the girl.

"Absolutely and immovably no,” thegirl saidin agrowl to Duke Rilfe, the blaze in her eyes now meant for
him. "Never, under any circumstances, not even if Evon himself gppeared to demand it! Do you
understand me? NO!"

With that the girl turned and stormed out of the sudy, the fightersin the hal falling dl over each other to
get out of her way. Kylin thought there were more fighters out there than had been there when held
arrived, but the servants being hurried out of the chamber by Traixe kept him from certainty. He turned
away from the door being closed to see Duke Rilfe standing with his head down and one hand over his
eyes, but didn't get the firgt hint about what had just happened until the man Traixe came back from the
door shaking his head.

"It hasto be my fault,” Traixe said, sounding old and tired. "Everyone knows Evon didikes having people
count their victories before they're won. What are we going to do?

"What can we do but go on with it?' the Duke asked with asigh, sounding much like the other man ashe
uncovered hiseyes. "WEell have to think of something to tell her, something alot more compelling than the
truth would be. And you. Did you haveto talk to her, not to mention try to approach her? Are you intent
on getting yoursdf killed?!



Thistime the Duke was addressing Kylin, and since everyone I &ft in the chamber aready knew what he
really was, there was no reason not to shrug and grin.

"Being too atracted to danger has dways been afailing of mine," he answered in hisown voice,
graightening up from the douch held been making himsdlf stand in. "1 know how close | camejust now,
and | hope you'l excuse mefor consdering the meeting worth it. Under the circumstancesit'sterribly bad
mannersto ask this, but - who is she?!

Traixe chuckled as he recognized the look in the young Fighter's eyes while he asked his question, and
even Duke Rilfewas forced to show afaint grin. Asbadly as everything had suddenly gone, they hadn't
dared hope for so excdlent aturn of events.

"So you want to know who sheis," the Duke said abruptly, no longer showing any amusement. "Y ou
come here to marry my daughter, and the first thing you do isinsult me, then ask about awoman of my
household. Isthere to be no end to such insolent and frivol ous misdoings?*

"Oh, no, don't tell me!" Kylin said with agroan after thinking for no more than seconds, suddenly wishing
he were back in the middle of anice, calm war. "I can understand your wanting to get even with me for
what | said down inthe hall, my lord, but please don't tell me that was my futurewife! | don't think |
could stand it-"

"He'sredly bright,” Traixe said with more than chuckling, clapping Kylin on the shoulder before moving
toward the refreshments the servants had laid out. "And | think hell be needing adrink.”

"Bright but not terribly lucky," Duke Rilfe contributed with his grin returned, but aso with some measure
of compassion. "Y ou should have let me distract you into defending yoursdf, Kylin, you would have had
afew more unconcerned minutes that way. It was your misfortune to be too bright to be lured into that,
and aso your misfortune to meet Sofdtis before | could prepare the way. So you like the look of her, do
you?"

"Just now that doesn't seem to be the point,” Kylin answered, his broad face registering pain, hisvoice so
hollow the other two men nearly laughed. "I can't believel actually smpered at her. I'd stake my sword
arm on the fact that she doesn't know what we're up to, so the only question | have isthis: how quickly
can we get her back to tell her?

"Wecant," the Duke said quietly, sympathizing deeply with the young man who stared a him. To beless
than aman in the eyes of the woman who was hiswould be painful for any man, but under circumstances
likethose-"I regret having to say it, but we can't let Sofdtis know what we're doing. If she happensto
find out, it might well mean her life"

"Thegirl, asyou may have noticed, is headstrong,” Traixe put in, coming forward with cupsfor Duke
Rilfeand Kylin. "If shefinds out that one of the main purposes of the marriageis her protection, shell
most likely rear back and refuseto go through with it.""

"But she'saready refused to go through with it," Kyfin objected, accepting the goblet of wine
automatically. "Not that | can redlly blame her, after what she thinks she saw. Can't wetdl her the truth
about me at least, and then convince her the marriage isfor the protection of her father? A man without
an heir isatempting target for anyone with an interest in promoting chaos, and that should be close
enough to thetruth to satisfy anyone.”

"That would be afineideaexcept for onething," Duke Rilfe said, glancing at Traixe where he now
poured winefor himsdf. " Sofdtis doesn't know who's behind our troubles, but she's aready found out
the hard way who the primary target is. There was an attempt made againgt her yesterday, here under my



very roof, which shows how desperate Nimram's people were growing. Evon willing, your excellent
performance of afew minutes ago should convince them they have little or nothing to worry about, but
what will happen if the truth leaks out before the ceremony is concluded?”

"And Sofdtisis- Sofaltis," Traixe added as he came away from the board with cup in hand. " She's
aready announced to three-quarters of the Duchy that shell have nothing to do with you. Let's assume
wetell her the truth and she eagerly agreesto go along with us; what do you think would happen then?
Either she would haveto pretend to still be furious, or she would have to find areason for a change of
heart. Will she be good enough at either pretense to fool the people who will be watching very, very
closaly? Can we stake her life on there being not even one small dip? If even once she happened to smile
at you - and someone saw it - the game would be up.”

Kylin stood slently and - in his own opinion-expressionlesdy, and didn't see the two men with him
exchange araised-brow glance. He had no ideathat hislight, changesable eyes had taken on the cold,
hardened appearance they did when the man who owned them was ready to end lives without number.
When Duke Rilfe had mentioned the attack againgt his daughter, Kylin had experienced asurge of rage
stronger than any he could remember ever having felt. He didn't know the girl who would become his
wife, hadn't even seen her until just afew moments ago, but that brief glimpse had shown him someone
he very much wanted to get to know. That strangers, intruders, had tried to keep that from happening,
hed tried to harm agirl like that -!

"Y our daughter and | are officidly betrothed, Duke Rilfe," Kylin said after the pause, bringing those eyes
to the man he addressed. "1'm sure you know aswell as| do how much latitude that dlowsme. | cant
take her to my own gpartments until after the ceremony, but there's nothing to stop me from moving into
hersfor the days before. And believe me - nothing will get past meto reach her.”

"For some odd reason, | have no doubts on that score,” Duke Rilfe murmured, eyeing his heir-to-be over
his cup rim. The Duke was not aman who had ever had occasion to question his personal courage, but
he suddenly found himsalf exceedingly pleased that he would never need to go through the young man
before him to reach a desired objective. He had managed to choose even better than hed known, and
for that he fervently thanked Evon the Shining.

"Kylin, I have no doubt that you would protect my daughter and your wife-to-be, but there's till
something you don't understand,” Duke Rilfe said. " Sofaltis has aways been independent, and
high-spirited, and somewhat on the impulsve sde, and right now she's distressed and upset. Considering
that, it might be the least bit difficult convincing her to agreeto your proposd. What do you say, Traixe?"

"Since she's not my daughter, what | say can be said more plainly,” Traixe answered, histone faintly on
the hesitant side despite the bluntness of hiswords. "The girl is stubborn, hardheaded and wild, and she
isn't upset; she's screaming mad. If you tried moving in with her, it wouldn't be attack from without that
you'd haveto worry about. And | can just see her stlanding behind you if there was an attack. And what
about the traditiond rivalry between Fighters and Blades? Right now she's spailing for afight, and if she
finds out what you redlly are shell probably jump in with both feet just for the hell of it."

"Then what can | do?' Kylin demanded, frustration blazing from him like sunlight. “If 1 continue with the
masquerade, shéll think I'm aFower; if | don't continue with it, shelll be out for my blood. And what
happens after the ceremony, when she hasto learn the truth? Am | supposed to spend my wedding night
defending mysdf from my bride? Or were you planning on tying her up?'

"Say, that's not abad ideg," Traixe put in, considering it rather more serioudy than Kylin enjoyed seeing.
"Weld first have to work out aplan for sneaking up on her in large enough numbers, buit..."



"Traixe, sop tormenting him," Duke Rilfe ordered, finding it prudent to hide his own amusement. "Kylin,
the truth of the matter is, we weren't expecting any difficulty at al from Sofatis. The manner she adopted
the last time she was home led us to believe she would do whatever she wastold to do, and we haven't
yet recovered from learning of her Blade status, | think franknessis caled for here, so let me be frank:
my first concernisfor my daughter's safety. Once that ceremony is completed shelll be safe, but not until
then. Afterward, well, areyou redlly al that worried about her mood on your wedding night? If she
ordersyou out of the bed chamber, isthere any possibility of your going?"

"Not redly," Kylin admitted, grudging arelaxation from the grimness held been showing. "I didn't get to
seethat much of her, but | think I'm safein believing I'm bigger than sheis. And you're absolutely right.
Duke Rilfe. Her safety isour most important concern. After were settled down well work something out
to suit both of us, which | expect will put more interest in the marriage than 1'd been anticipating. A
Swest, obedient wife adds very little spice to aman'slife.”

"Y ou do find an attraction in living dangeroudy, don't you?' Traixe commented, the amusement in voice
and eyesdry. "I've dways admired men who charge al doneinto the thick of battle, but | can't ,say |
have avery high opinion of their intelligence. Present company excepted, of course.”

"Oh, of course," Kylin agreed with agrin while Duke Riife chuckled, but the young Fighter's amusement
didnt gtay with him. "Meanwhile I've got to continue being aFlower," he said with aglum sigh, findly
noticing the cup he held to the extent of sipping fromit. "My wife-to-be won't carefor that, but | want to
get acquainted with her now. How are we going to get her to hold still long enough for meto do that?"

"A fair question, and one that merits discusson,” Duke Rilfe dlowed, liking the young man morethe
longer he spoke with him. " Since we aso need to discuss other things aswell, let's St down and see what
we can come up with. Assoon as| wastold of your arrival | ordered a Grand Feasting for tonight, and
despite my terrible disappointment | won't sink so low asto cancel it. We have until then to plot our

plannings.”

"During which timewe will come up with something," Kylin declared, moving with the others toward the
chairs. "'l congder it completey sufficient that the enemy intends having my life; I'm not about to accept
the same thing from the woman who will be my wife - especialy when sheés most likely better with a
sword than they are.”

"Definitey better,” Traixe and Duke Rilfe said at the sametime, causing dl threeto laugh asthey made
themselves comfortable, and then it wastime to get down to serious discussion.

| can't honestly say | was calm and tranquil when the knock came at my reception room door, but | had
managed to stop pacing and St down. It was an excellent indication of what my mood had been like, that
the door didn't open after the knock. WWhoever was out there didn't seem inclined to take any chances, or
possibly my bodyguard felt it was everyone e se who needed their services morethan |. At that point |
wouldn't have argued the contention, which might bewhy | called out my permisson to enter. The enemy
wasn't too likely to knock before coming in, but one never redly knows, and | had my hopes very high.

"I'm not sure | believethelack of hotility inyour voice, but I'm coming in anyway," Traixe cdled through
avery small crack, then opened the door wider to step inside. "'I'm aman of unquestioned courage, and
besdesthat I've had along, full life."

"Well, it lookslike | waswrong,” | said into hisgrin as he closed the door again behind him while
watching me swallow at the brew in my cup. "Here | thought the enemy wasn't too likely to knock, but
that's just what happened.”

"Please, Sofdltis, don't say that even jokingly," he asked, actualy wincing at the thrust. "No matter how it



may ook, your father and | aren't your enemies.”

"My Figt nameis Soft and Gentle," | informed him, looking at him over the toes of my boots. My feet
were crossed at the ankles and propped up on avery eegant, very expensive table, and from the way he
glanced down and then quickly up, | waswilling to bet that under other circumstances he would have
commented. "If you expect to be answered when you talk to me, don't call me Sofdtis. She's someone
eseentirdly, and has nothing to do with me."

"How much of that brew have you swallowed?" he demanded, apparently finding it impossbleto stick to
the gpol ogetic tone he'd started with. "Y ou're expected at the Grand Feasting in a short while, and if you
show up swacked your father will probably have you taken out behind the stables and taught the folly of
overindulgence. He'sin no mood to be kind and understanding right now."

"Neither am1," | said with ashrug, deliberately taking another swalow. "Pass that word adong to
whichever poor soul my father givesthat order to, and don't forget your condolences. Y ou won't have
another chanceto offer them.”

"Damn it, I'd be the poor soul he gave that order to, and you know it!" he snapped, putting hisfistson his
hips as he stepped forward just alittle. "Do you expect meto believe you'd draw on me? For any
reason?'

"Do you know what they call men who depend on friendship to keep them alive?" | asked, mesting the
anger in hiseyes. "More often than not, they call them dead. 1'd probably be sorry afterward, if it'sany
consolation to you."

"Probably sorry,” he echoed, ill angry but now in adifferent way. "That'sredly very effective. If | didn't
know you so well, that deadly understatement would probably have convinced me. And telling meto use
your Fist name. That's to make meforget who you redly are, isn't it?"

"That wasto remind you of who | am," | said, beginning to get annoyed. "I'm the one with the sword and
the pretty slver medallion, not the one in the gown with the vacant smilewho says, "Y es, Father, no
Father, anything you like, Father." If you remember that, Traixe, | won't have anything to be sorry about."

"So you think you can best me," he said, thistime folding hisarmsand amiling a mevery faintly. "Areyou
absolutely sure about that? No doubts, no hesitations, just convinced?'

"No doubt about it, you've got that deadly understatement part down better than | do,” | conceded,
reluming hisvery faint amile. "Asfar asbesting you goes, when isthe outcome of a privatefight ever that
sure? The only certain part is something | am convinced about, because | know I'm good enough: | can
force you to the choice of your life or mine. Isthat unhesitant enough for you?"

"Evon brail it, girl, what are we arguing about?' he demanded, his face suddenly drawn from the
redization that | wasn't joking - or bluffing. "Do you redly think | would face you with wegpons? Or that
any man of this household would? How did we end up talking about killing?"

"That's what comes from associating with certain people who shdl remain nameless” | answered, not any
happier than he was. "If those certain people - or you - think I'm going to chain myself to a Flower for
any reason at dl, you and they arein for arude awakening. I'm not being difficult, I'm flatly refusing, o if
you want to avoid conversations about killing, forget about whatever you were sent here to say. And go
away so | can get drunk in peace.”

"Sofdltis, you aren't being betrayed,” he said in agentle way, hiseyes now reflecting hurt. "I didn't come
hereto tell you what you don't want to hear, | cameto say your father isjust asfurious asyou are.



Would you rather st here and swallow brew until you pass out, or would you rather try helping usto get
out of this Evon-forsaken travesty of tradition and Law? Were going to fight to get out of it whether you
help or not, but your efforts might make al the difference.”

"Effortsto do what?' | asked with asnort, completely unimpressed with his sincerity. "Am | expected to
chalenge him, or do | smply take him to bed and work him to death? Always assuming, of course, that

he'd know what to do in bed, which | strongly doubt. Did you see the nerve of him?He actudlly tried to
touch mel"

"He - ah - pointed out to us that by betrotha Law, he hastheright to do at least that," Traixe said, then
waved his hand to keep me from interrupting. " Stop foaming at the mouth, the subject came up when
your father tried to take him to task for the very thing you just complained about. It ssemsyour -
intended - is unexpectedly taken with you."

"I'll take him somewhere," | growled, pulling my feet down from the table. "And | don't mind telling you
what | "intend" doing with him. I'll start with letting out just alittle blood, from hiswrigts, say, and then..."

"And then you go on to guaranteeing that we dl swing with you," he interrupted flatly, sating rather than
arguing. "1t was your father who registered the betrotha, which meansthat we're legaly responsble for
seaing that the marriage rites are performed - and dso legally responsible if something fatal happensto
the groom because the bride doesn't carefor him. Y ou'll swing for doing it, well swing for alowingiit,
and only Duke Tramewill havedl his problems nestly solved."

"Then what do you expect meto do?' | demanded, damming my cup down on the table before getting to
my feet. "Areyou suggesting | pretend to marry him, not serioudly, of course, only asajoke, and smply
keep the pretense going until he dies of old age or overeating? Do | look as though I'm in the mood for
any sort of joke?1f you stop to think about it, you'l redlize | find considerably more apped in the thought

of hanging.”

"If you"!! just listen to me for aminute, you might discover none of us hasto hang,” Traixe said, and if |
hadn't known better, | dmost would have thought he was finding the Situation very funny. "We can't
refuse to go through with aregistered betrothd, but if the groom changes his mind it won't be our fault -
or at least it had better not be. If you can show him - honestly - what he can look forward to with you as
hiswife, hejust may decide the Duchy isn't worth it. But just in case therés an inquiry later, everything
you say and do hasto be drictly true, an accurate example of what you're redlly like. No man could mind
thered you, but Lord Kylin, now, that might be another sory."

Traixe finished up looking very innocent, but the gleam in his eyes was anything but. | hadn't had so much
brew it was affecting me, but | fill had the strangest fedling his amusement had a source other than what
he had proposed againgt the Flower. Or an additional source. | couldn't think of anything it could be, but
that didn't mean | waswilling to ignore the suspicion.

"Y ou said that overblown joke was "taken” with me," | findly tried, groping around to seeif the suspicion
had flesh and bones. "Flowers, dmost to a- you'll excuse the expression - man, don't usudly like
women. Or readl men. Or other Flowers. What could there possibly be about me that attractsit?"

"Y our father and | were discussing that very point,” Traixe said, leaning down fast to take my cup of
brew before| could pick it up again, and then draining it. "Ah, | needed that,” he said, wiping his mouth
with the back of his hand before replacing the empty cup. "No matter how long I've been with your
father, | fill don't feel comfortable drinking in his presence. Not that he's ever discouraged it, you
understand, it'sjust something that | fed."

"Help yoursdf, then,” | returned with ashrug, deliberately folding my armsto show unconcern. "Plenty



more where that came from, especidly if | ings."

"Soft and Gentle," he said, looking at me sourly. "I think Sweet and Reasonable would have been more
fitting. Do you mind if | Sit down, or will that start you congdering sacking the castle?!

He sat down in the chair to theleft of the one I'd been in without waiting for an answer, which was very
wiseof him.

At that point | waswaiting for an answer of my own, and wasn't about to be decoyed into discussing
other things.

"All right, dl right, the truth of the matter is- we're not sure," he grudged, looking up a mewhere| il
stood. "Not only were we surprised at the way he reacted to the sight of you, we were just short of
shocked when he defended what hed done by insisting it was his right. The only thing we could think of
wasthat Duke Trameis hisfather, and that might account for the difference. His brothers are certainly
lusty enough, so maybe the seedsarejust dozing in him.”

"Y ou certainly know how to choose the proper words and phrases to convince someone to go aong
with your plans," | observed, swallowing the urge to make afacein reaction. "So dl you want metodo is
encourage it while discouraging it. Also while being my own sweet sdif. Nothing toiit. If | can't usemy
sword, I'll use my boot dagger."”

"You can't amply refuseto try,” he said, holding down annoyance. "What we want you to do is start out
treating him the way you did earlier, but let him talk to you and get to know you. While hel's being eager
and what he congders charming, you make sure he understands exactly what he's getting in you. Let him
get to know the Blade as well as the woman.”

"And if it decidesit likesthe Blade aswell asthe woman?' | asked, still extremely unhappy with their
brilliant ploy. "If therés attraction involved theres dwaysthat possibility, but | cantell you right now what
my fina answer isand will continueto be: under no circumstanceswill | have anything to do with a
marriage ceremony, not for anything imaginable. Have | made mysdf clear?’

"Y ou have atdent for making yoursdlf clear,” Traixe said, back to the sourness. "Aslong asyoure willing
to help ustry, though, your father will be satisfied. And since you've been so generous as to share your
thinking with me, I've decided to do the same with what 1've come up with. Y our father blames himsalf
for what's happened, and dthough he hasn't said anything aoud, I'm convinced he meansto order you to
leave before the time of the ceremony if Lord Kylin still ingsts on going through withit. | can't begin to tdll
you how much trouble that will bring down on his head, but helll find it the better bargain over betraying
his daughter into something that would destroy her. He loves you, you see, and doesn't want to see you
hurt. Do you want to freshen up alittle before we go to the Grand Feasting? We till have afew minutes.”

| don't remember whether or not | nodded, but | did turn toward my bedchamber and a minute later was
closing the door behind me. Traixe had accepted my departure without comment, so it was possible he
didn't know what hiswords had done to me; for my own part, | felt theway | had that timein battle,
when someone had come a me from adirection | hadn't been expecting. I'd thought the blood I'd lost
had taught me not to let that happen again, not to let anyone tn any position get past my guard, but therel
stood, bleeding again without a single blade having touched me.

Once again only asingle lamp waslit in my bedchamber, and itsfeeble efforts weren't quite up to letting
me see myself clearly in my mirror. | put ahand to my face to convince my mind that that wasrealy mel
saw, the young Blade with brown hair, gray eyes - and thelook of hel pless devastation covering
everything else. I'd been so calm and in control, so easy and assured over the decision I'd made - and
now every bit of that was gone.



Or dmost every hit of it. | left the mirror to fal heavily into abrocade chair, then cursed under my breath
when my sword hilt came back at me and jabbed at my side. There was no sword dot in that chair, not
when it was meant for alady's bedchamber, and that silly, unimportant little mishap suddenly blossomed
intoamgor crisis. | leaned forward to put my face in my hands, elbows resting on thighs, but the
Stuation was much too seriousfor tears.

Traixe was sure my father was going to order meto dishonor him. Order metoit.
What in Evon's namewas| going to do?

The dark behind my hands was very peaceful, but | wasn't fooled into thinking it wasredl. There was no
such thing as peace, not that side of Home, and anyone who didn't understand that was amindlessidiot.
While my father wasingisting | obey tradition and the Law, 1'd had no troubleflatly refusing; how weasl
supposed to continue with that when he was ready to order me to his dishonoring? How could | do that
to him? And how could he do that to me?

| sat back in the chair feding the sharp edges of a shadow wegpon in my flesh, but although | could reach
it easly | couldn't draw it out of me again. If I'd turned around and walked away as soon asthat marriage
nonsense was mentioned, everything would have been fine; now if | walked away the blame would be my
father'srather than mine, and he would not be denying that blame. To keep from betraying the daughter
he loved, to keep from "destroying” her. How destroyed could awoman get being married to a FHlower?

"It would drive you crazy in no timeflat,” | growled, asthough in argument, but the contention wasn't too
likely to hold up. That'swhat night houses were for, after dl, and with a Flower named my father's heir,
someone had to be around to run the Duchy when its present Duke no longer could. It wasn't much of a
lifeto look forward to, but it was better than the one a norma marriage would bring, constantly
disgppointing though it would be...

"Brail it!" | growled as| got to my feet again. I'd dmost had mysdlf convinced, and the game wasn't even
over yet! Therewere al sons of decisionsyet to be made, and none of them were the sort to be made
without alot of prior thought. | didn't want to bring hurt to my father, but committing mysdlf to alifetime
of frustration just to save him from discomfort or embarrassment wasn't what | considered an equitable
trade. Traixe'srevelation had startled me and gotten me upset, but Blade training helps you snap back
from that sort of thing in as short atime as possible. Nothing of alasting nature had to be decided right
that minute, not even if | had the sinking fedling | knew how I'd have to decide, so the best thing to do
would beto put it aside. | ill had a Grand Feasting to attend ahead of me - and a Flower to meet and
do my damnedest to discourage. | walked purposefully to the door and pulled it open, and Traixe looked
up when he saw me, then got to his feet.

"That didn't take very long," he observed, ingpecting mein acasua way. "It might have been agood idea
to wear that gown | sent, just to push Lord Kylin off-baance, but at the very feast you ought to leave
your svord here. My fightersand | will bewith you, and Lord Kylin might..."

"No," | interrupted, flatly and finally, meeting hiseyesto show | meant it. "If you're afraid my being armed
will beatemptation | can't ress, kindly grant me more sdlf-control than that. I'll talk to that Flower of
yours, but right now that'sasfar asI'm willing to go withit. Takeit or leaveit.”

"Evon takeit, you've got more stubbornness than the rest of your family rolled together,” he growled,
some of my frustration finding ahomein him. "Have it your way then, but don't expect it to be your way
every time. The day will come when someone makes you do things hisway." . "Not without asword,
they won't,” | came back, starting for the reception room door. "And at |east we know the someone
won't be theinfamous Lord Kylin. It may be wearing asword, but if it triesto useit it'll be too busy with



its self-inflicted wounds to worry about anything dse.”

"Sofdltis, you're dill looking for afight instead of thinking about helping,” Traixe protested as he hurried to
follow meto the door. ™Y ou've got to stop caling Lord Kyin an "it."

| opened the door and walked outside without answering, picking up my escort of fightersas| passed
them. Traixe sounded agrowl of annoyance deep in histhroat as he caught up to me, but he didn't add
anything. He must have thought he was wagting his breeth, but he certainly had no grounds for complaint.
After dl, I'd warned him what would happen if he called me Sofdtis.

The feasting hall was usually more than spacious, with stone blocks, flagstones, and heavy wooden
beams surrounding the long boards, tal, wide windows and broad fireplace, but it didn't look the same
that day. My father's colors of silver and green on the woven hangings were nearly obscured by al the
people crossing back and forth in front of them, or milling around in front of them, or hurrying past them.
The Counts and Barons guesting with my father were resplendent in their finery, their wives were even
more splendidly turned out, the city people were dmost their equal, and what seemed like every servant
in the household moved around them, either with tidbit trays, pitchers, or piled-high plattersfor the tables.
My father's kitchens had to have been preparing for days and days for that Grand Feasting, but his guests
seemed more interested in the conversations they were holding than in what was being offered them.

"It looks like the subject of the new arrival is making the rounds,” Traixe murmured from my |eft, hiseyes
moving over the animated conversers. "'l don't think 1've ever seen the lesser nobility so chummily closeto
the merchants and city higher-ups before, but there's never been such complete agreement between them
before. 1'd say they're discussing tradition and Law."

"I'd be happier if they were discussing nation,” | murmured back, looking around the way he was.
"That's what's wrong with associating with the law-abiding.”

Traixe's grunt was more noncommittal than agreeing, but | wasn't redly paying atention to him. My
roving gaze had found my father, who stood not far from the main board with his specia guest beside him
- and no one e se within speaking range except for servants. The crowding of the rest of the room didn't
extend to their corner, something my father was more than aware of, to judge by the tightness of his
expression. The Hower, though, seemed blissfully ignorant of the true state of affairs, and chattered on
into his host's unrespons veness while striking poses for the rest of the world to chatter about.

"Well, what do you know," | commented, leaving it to Traixe to hear the very soft observation. "It'sfindly
taken off its cloak. | wonder if it's chilly now."

If Traixe heard me he didn't respond immediately, but the observation was true. The Flower stood in
nothing but flowing trousers, long-deeved tunic, swordbelt and boots. Red swordbelt and red boots. |
was about to say something about people's appetites having to have been ruined after seeing something
likethat, but Traixe spokefirgt.

"| think the Duke could use someone on hissderight now," he said, taking my arm.
"Areyou remembering what you'll be doing with Lord Kylin?*

"I'm remembering whét I'd liketo do with Lord Kylin," | answered, unhooking my arm from hisgentle
grip without looking at him. "If at any time that doesn't suit you, just let me know and I'll be glad to leave.
Unless and until that happens, just remember the role played by the generd Strategist once the battleisin
full swing. Y ou've gppointed me to the position of field commander, and that'swhat | intend being.”



With that | smply walked away from him, and | didn't have to look back to know how he was reacting
towhat I'd said. Traixe had never been one to stand with arms folded, watching while others fought, but
that's what he'd be doing then, or he and my father could do their fighting without me. | didn't like any
part of what was happening, and | couldn't help thinking that if | had any sense at al 1'd walk out of there
and leavethem dl to play their little gamestogether.

Making my way across the floor proved not difficult at al, even though half the people there seemed to
want to ask me my opinion of what was going on, or give methe details of theirs. Each in turn would start
to approach me with asmile, suddenly notice the expression | wore and the way my |eft hand rested on
my hilt, and then they would step back into their former placesin the crowd. Since by then they knew
exactly how | felt about the entire situation and no longer had the need to ask, | was ableto get wherel
was going quickly and directly. My father looked up when he saw me gpproaching, which made the -
man - with him turn around and immediatdly fix me with alight-eyed Sare.

"Ah, Lady Sofdltis, how delightful to seeyou again,” he said with what was amost agiggle, bowing
grandly in my direction. "The moments since our last meeting have seemed like ages."

"That'sodd,” | said, sopping about three feet in front of him. "To methey seemed exactly like moments."

Andthen| fdl glent and just stood waiting. If he was dl that taken with me, he could carry the
conversational burden, at least for awhile. And possibly during that time he would learn not to make
inane comments. He stood there looking down at me, expecting me to add to what 1'd said, but after
some more of those moments hed mentioned he finally redized there weren't going to be any additions.
At that point he stopped looking expectant and cleared his throat.

"Yes, indeed, just like moments," he offered, working to get his smile back in place. "How delightfully
clever of you to phraseit exactly that way. The gentlemen of your acquaintance must find you amost
dimulating partner for conversation.”

"Oh, my, yes," | agreed, flashing him the most suggestive grin | could come up with. "If therés onething
the gentle-men of my acquaintance have dways said about me, it'sthat I'm astimulating partner. I'm so
glad you agree.”

"Uh, yes, mogt certainly | agree,” he mumbled, actually backing a step as though I'd advanced on him.
His expression had turned peculiar aswdl, and suddenly | knew I'd sumbled on exactly the right tine of
pursuit. Our Lord Flower didliked referencesto intimate relations, and that meant he'd named the subject
we'd be talking about most.

"I think it'stime we began the Feadting,” my father said to no onein particular while signaling to a servant
with agong who stood at the wall behind the main board. "Kindly follow meto our placesat table.”

"Allow meto escort you, my lady," the Flower said, coming out of whatever had been bothering him fast
enough to step forward with hisarm out. The servant was stroking the gong and my father was already
moving toward the board, and the conversation in the room was beginning to fal off as people started
heading for their own boards. With Traixe sill behind me | should have been trapped into taking the
Flower'sarm, but sometimesignorance or innocence can get you out of atrap faster than intelligence and
experience.

"Oh, that'sdl right, | know theway," | answered with asmall laugh, asthough he were being silly and
amusing, ignoring the arm being held out to me. "It'sonly afew steps, so why would | need an escort?”

| turned done and moved after my father, leaving the Flower with hisarm out and a confused look in his
eyes. It was then up to Traixe whether or not he wanted to take the arm, but a quick glance back



showed he didn't. As| moved along the board to its center, | decided that that was too bad; at the very
least it would have given my father's guests an additiona topic of conversation.

My father took his placein the Great Chair at the center of the board, and | amost walked past him
beforeit cameto methat the chair to hisimmediate right was mine. Thelast time I'd been there my
brother Endrin had had the place, with Rymar to hisright. The chair to my father's left was aways kept
empty, atribute to my mother, and to the left of that waswhere I'd usudly sat with Traixe beside me. If
my sisters had been older they were the ones who would have been to my left, but they had been too
young to be brought to Feastings.

They were il too young, which made the number of our family members at that board distressingly few.

"Allow me, my lady," the Hower said, helping me with the chair as| began to seat mysdlf. He certainly
wasfast a overcoming surprise, not to mention persstent, and his smile suggested he was being generous
with something that wasredlly his. Asmy father's oldest child the place to hisright was mine, but only
until I married. After that my husband would be my father's heir, and the place would be taken by him.
The Hower's smile said that it would be slly to take a stand on betrotha rights - which he could have
done - when the matter would be settled permanently in so short atime, and smply lowered himself into
the chair beside me without amurmur. | decided it was agood thing my father hadn't adopted the use of
glasstableware like certain of those of high position in the north, and sat back to try recapturing the hold
I'd had on my temper.

When everyonein the hal wasfinaly seated, Traixe rose from his placein my old chair and asked Evon's
blessing for al those attending the Feasting, aswell asa specia blessing for those the Feasting honored.
That, of course, meant dear Lord Kylin and me, and officidly began the three days of celebration
traditional before the wedding ceremony. | could fedl the Flower's eyes on me and sensed his deep
satisfaction, two reactions| ill found impossible to understand. When he said "my lady™ | kept getting
the fedling he meant "my lady," and that brought me the sensation of cornersclosing in. | had to find out
what his specific interest was, and then do my damnedest to kill it.

Traixe'sinvocation was as short and to the point as ever, and then the balance of the food began coming.
Fried and stewed meats and fish, chicken of every possible description, breaded boar and edged
venison, vegetables and breads and cheeses and greens. Four different kinds of soup with sixteen
varieties of trimmings and dunk-ins, and with it dl thewine and brew flowed like an unending waterfall.
No one dive could have found fault with the Feast offering, and that seemed to lighten my father's mood
to the point where he began talking to Traixe over the empty chair between them. That, unfortunately, left
only asingle someone for meto talk to, a circumstance which the someone was quick to take advantage
of.

"I must admit thisismogt likely thefinest Feasting | have ever attended,” my lord Flower dlowed
gracioudy, holding his cup out so that it might be refilled from the wine pitcher of ahovering servant.
"May | inquire, my lady, asto which of these dishesisyour favorite?'

"| think 1 would haveto say the boar,” | told him, holding my own cup out to a servant with brew. "I've
awaysfound agreat attraction in roasting boars."

Hewas sipping a hiswinewhen | said that, and if he'd been swallowing at it instead he probably would
have choked. Asit was he was reduced to coughing for amoment, and when he raised hishead | was
surprised to see that what had started the fit was laughter.

"Clearly I'd need to be more cautiousin future,” he said, lowering his head again to give onelast cough
into his hand. "The dangers of so excellent awine, amisswalow in overeagerness- | do hope youll



forgiveme"

The gaze that came back to me was sober again, just as though the laughter had never been, and that
gave me another puzzleto worry at. If he thought what 1'd said was funny, why would he pretend instead
that he'd swallowed wrong? It didn't make any more sense than the rest of it, and | decided it wastimeto
ask afew questions of my own.

"Why ever would you care about my forgiveness?' | came back, for thefirgt timelooking straight at him.
"Y ou can't possibly believe I'm here of my own free will, so what difference doesit make how | fed?'

"My dear lady Sofdtis, in amatter of daysyou will be my wife" he returned, the protest absolutely prim
and proper, but with the shadow of something else behind it. "How could | not be concerned with your
feelings?1 look forward to the time with an eagerness | would have you share, and find mysalf distressed
that | seem unable to accomplish that objective. Am | so loathsome to you, that you cannot even accept
my concern?'

Yes, | wanted to say, absolutely and inarguably yes, but with those light, innocent, vulnerable eyes on me
| just couldn't do it. He might have been a FHlower, but apparently even Flowers had fedings.

"You il haven't really said why you would fed concern,” | compromised, ignoring the subject | didn't
careto get into. "All nonsense about marriage aside, you don't know me and don't need to know me,
something that would please any other member of your - persuasion. Why this sudden and unexpected
push for the attention of the fly caught in the middle of the web?!

"1, mysdlf, find my reactions somewhat surprising,” he said, somehow making methink he wastrying to
look surprised. "Despite my father's many and varied attempts at interesting mein thefair sex, I've never
before discovered awoman worthy of my sincere interest. Now, however, that seems to have changed,
and | am gmitten with the woman who will be my wife. Happily, happily smitten.”

He beamed at me then, to show just how happily, | suppose, and | felt the need to check on the quality
of the brew my cup had been refilled with. Even he didn't know what he found so attractive about me,
which meant | had dmost no chance of countering that attraction. But | had to counter it, or my future
would be as black as my |eathers.

"And so, my lady, | shal not alow you to spesk of yoursdlf as"afly caught in the middie of aweb."

" hewent on, and | looked at him again to see the ridiculously stern expression he was now bending on
me. "Y ou are the woman who has been pledged to me in marriage, and | mean to dedicate mysdlf to
your happiness.”

"Doyouredly,” | said, suddenly annoyed that a Flower would even consider "not dlowing” aBladeto
do something. "I fed agreat admiration for those who are dedicated, and I'm wondering how you intend
proceeding with your intentions. What if | don't want to be happy?*

"Then| shall certainly take great ddight in making you unhappy,” he said soberly, then raised ahand to
titter behind it. "Meaning, of course, that if being unhappy will make you happy, then | shall seetothe
matter that way. As| told you, | am completely dedicated.”

"Completely dedicated,” | echoed in amutter, staring baefully at his scatterbrained amusement. "There
was afree-worker in anight house | used to frequent who told me that once, but it turned out he was
misphrasing. What he should have said was that he was completely inadequate to the task at hand.”

| expected the Flower to continue assuring me how capable he was, but instead his smile went vacant



even as his expression brightened, and suddenly he found arenewed appetite for what was on the platter
infront of him. At first | couldn't understand so odd areaction, and then | remembered it wasn't the first
time he'd reacted that way. | was desperate enough to try anything to discourage him, and that sort of
anything waant difficult a all.

"Yes, I've found there are both benefits and drawbacks for women who use night houses,” | commented,
asthough unaware of his new preoccupation with food. " One of the benefits, of course, isthe constant
variety, but strangely enough that's aso one of the drawbacks. Y ou look for the workers who redlly have
learned to do it right, but in order to find them you have to go through alarge number of gropers. Then,
after you've made the effort and have learned who your favorites are, the word somehow gets around to
the other fema e Blades and you walk into find al your favorites dready claimed for the night.
Sometimesit's downright discouraging.”

"Y ou must have had quite alot of adventuresasaBlade," he responded, still paying an inordinate amount
of attention to eeting. "Fighting in battle is quite horrendous, I'm sure, and | can't imagine how you keep
from being frightened. If it were |, | would be quite beside mysdlf."

"Anyonewho isn't frightened in battle isn't safe to fight beside,” | said, slently congratulating him for
managing to get three"quites’ into hislittle speech. 1t was one more than the messenger who had led me
into the trap had gotten, but it till wasn't enough to distract me from my original topic - as he seemed to
have been trying to do.

"Thefool who isn't afraid hasno red interest in staying alive," | said after pausing to swallow at my brew.
"Fighterswith sense let their fears protect them, but once the battle is over you have to cope with relief
reactions. Sometimes that means nothing more than uncontrollable shaking, but once you've been aBlade
for awhileit most often comes out as outrageous silliness. | remember one time when battles end left my
Fist not far from a stream, and even though it had already begun turning redlly cold, four of us stripped
and jumped into the water. We might have been laughing on our way in, but once we hit the icy-coldness
there wasn't anything to be heard but howls. Then Foist blundered into me, and immediately decided he
knew how to warm up even in that liquid ice. He pulled me close and began running his hands over me,
trying to make it possible, you see, but he was so cold that even touching me didn't -"

| broke off my story and just sat there with brows raised high, pretending to be surprised when Lord
Flower hadtily excused himself, surged to hisfeet, then hurried away from the board. Once hewas gonel
sat back in my chair with a satisfied inner smile, wondering just how far I'd be able to take that tectic. |
didn't know if it would be enough to send him running even from a.ceremony he was "eagerly looking
forward to," but alittle more experimentation ought to give me the answer.

"Sofdtis, what have you done?' my father asked suddenly, just asthough he didn't approve. Traixe had
left his place to hurry after our guest in distress, which meant I'd have to question him later. Whatever he
found out was bound to be ahelp for our side.

"I'm terribly sorry. Father," | answered, looking at him with sorrowful sincerity. "1 seemto have
distressed Lord Kylin with something | said. Wouldn't it be awful if he decided he didn't want to marry
me after dl?'

My father's expression went through rapid change as | drained my cup of the brew it held, but he had it
under control again as| got to my feet and bowed my request to be excused. He had seemed to be
anxious to question me, but knew aswell as| that that wasn't the place for it. Inaway | wasglad not to
need to stay through an explanation; the hal had grown very close despite the opening of the
window-doors leading to the battlements, and | needed a short stroll in the cool night air | could see
beyond the lamplight. By thetime| got back Lord Flower might be ready for another trestment, which



meant | was actually looking forward to seeing him again. | nodded pleasantly to the circulating guests,
and just kept going until | was through the doors.

Traixe hurried out after the young man who had |eft the hall right before him, but he didn't manage to
catch up until they had put two long corridors between themsalves and the feasters. When Lord Kylin
opened his mouth to speak Traixe quickly gestured him to silence, then led the way to a door not far
from where they'd been. Insde was the small chamber Traixe used when he needed to speak to one of
hisfightersin his capacity asapriest of Evon, and once alamp waslit and the door closed behind him,
the older Fighter turned to the younger.

"All right, now we can speek aswe please," he said to Lord Kylin, studying the younger man's agitation.
"I hope you're not going to tell me she's actualy managed to find something to make you change your
mind."

"That sounded like aredly excdlent plan to keep her occupied when we decided on it," Kylin answered,
running abig hand through his streaky blond-brown hair. "1 particularly liked it because it meant | would
have the chance to get to know her, but I'm afraid she's picked up on something that's going to give me
trouble

Kylin'sexpression of discomforted near-embarrassment was familiar enough to Traixe to keep him silent
but encouraging while he gestured to one of the comfortable chairsthe chamber held. Kylin barely
hesitated before going over to drop into it, then waited for Traixe to do the same before gesturing

vagudy.

"Y ou have to stop to remember how many weeks I've been practicing and living this part,” the younger
man said in an effort to explain what was bothering him. "If I'd taken time out for relief on theway and
someone found out about it, it could have ruined everything, so | didn't. | haven't often gone that long
without awoman before, but there were other thingsto distract me and | knew it wouldn't be forever.
Then | got here and met Sofdtisinstead of the pae, frightened little thing 1'd been expecting, and
suddenly everything changed. For an entire hour before the Feasting, my mind refused to think about
anything but what our wedding night would belike."

Traixe nodded sympatheticaly, understanding what the other man meant. The girl wasn't an eye-stopping
beauty, but when she walked into aroom she tended to draw attention. To keep from thinking about
bedding her would be difficult for any norma man; for the man who had come to take her to wife, it
would have to be three timesworse.

"When shefirgt came up to mein thefeasting hdl, | was delighted to see her again,” Kylin went on, now
looking down at hisknees. "I expected to have avery pleasant time talking to her and getting to know
her, but I made the mistake of giving her a chance to pass a suggestive comment. It was nothing, redlly,
no more than aremark about her being astimulating partner, but suddenly | wason firel For aningtant |
was terrified that she'd touch me; if she had, | probably would have had her then and there! 1t took mea
broiling long time to get enough control back to talk to her again, but | was sure I'd kept everyone from
noticing the struggle. Well, no one did notice - except for her."

"Areyou sure?' Traixe asked, faintly worried now. "We can dl ingst we don't know why you're
interested in her and that will keep her from having anything to get suspicious over, but that's not the same
asbeing hot for her. Most Flowers don't even get mildly warm, which iswhat makesthem Flowersin the
firg place”

"It's possible she doesn't know about the hot part, but she's definitely settled in the wrong digtrict,” Kylin
answered, meeting the other man's eyes as he rubbed at hisface. "' She mentioned something about her



experiencesin night houses, and when | tried to change the subject to battle she used that to go right

back to what was making me wonder how easily leather tears. When she spoke about her Fisgmate
running his hands over her body and | found myself deciding that rape would be a good hobby to take
up, | knew | had to get out of there for awhile. | don't know if she knows what it's doing to me, but she's
definitely doing it on purpose.”

"We should have expected it from thelittle hellion,” Traixe muttered, definitely unhappy. "A proper lady
would avoid topicslike that, but she findsit amusing to constantly remind everyone that she's more Blade
than lady. If you take my advice, the first thing you'll get yoursdlf after the ceremony isagood, heavy
strap. She's been needing one across the backside ever since shefirst learned to walk and talk. If you
dont, it's not beyond her to make your lifealiving hdl.”

"I think wefirst have to concentrate on getting her through the ceremony,” Kylin said with aconcedled
grin for the sournessin Traixe's expression. "Once I'm her husband |

can use my own ways of turning her reasonable, then fall back on yoursif mine don't work, isthere any
sign of how digtant or close | am to the possibility of being left a the daiswithout a bride?”

"I think | may have good newsthere, at least,” Traixe said as he brightened and shifted in hischair. "The
Dukewasright in hisopinion of the girl's sense of duty and honor. When | told her the Duke was
prepared to take ail the dishonor of disavowing the match on his own shoulders, you should have seen
her face. She came out of it fast enough to continue ingsting she would not go through with it, but | think
shewill. Sheisn't capable of putting her own welfare and desires before those of her father and family."

"She said something about being caught like afly inaweb,” Kylin offered, an agreement that rid him of all
amusement. "'l don't want her fedling like that, Traixe, not even for the short time | eft before the
ceremony. She's my woman now, and | don't want her feeling pain because of me. We've got to think of
away totdl her thetruth.”

"Even though the truth ismost likely to bring her actua harm?' Traixe asked camly, ressting the urgeto
react to the look in the light eyesburning at him. "If she finds out about the deception now, you know
she's bright enough to redlize that everything we've said and done was for the purpose of tricking her into
the marriage. It won't matter that that wasn't our origina purposg, it will be the only one she's able to see.
And what do you suppose shelll do right after that?!

"At the very leadt, turn around, walk away, and never look back," Kylin sighed, leaning back in hischair
in defeat. "Giving Nimram's garbage every chance to reach her. | know that's what would happen, |
know it, but maybe therésaway of avoidingit. | gave her achanceto dam hard at the character who's
being forced down her throat, Traixe, and sherefused to takeit! If she was abackstabber she would
have taken it, but she ssimply let it pass. How can | go on backstabbing her?!

"Y ou'relearning to like her well enough to want her to know and like you," Traixe said, the soft words
full of the sympathy hefdt. Y our reactionsare naturdl, Lord Kylin, but thisisn't the time for them. What
you must remember isthat shelll refuseto marry you if shelearnsthetruth, even though the marriageis
the best thing for her. All questions of safety aside, she needsto be married, just like any other woman,
and to aman strong enough to give her agood life. Do you want to drive her instead to aman who
doesn't care for her as much asyou do?"

Kylin knew his silence was answer enough, and that Traixe would take it just that way. Hisfingers
drummed on thearms of his chair, the only outward sign of hisinner struggle, thefight to control his
temper a the suggestion made. HeEd only met his future wife that very day, had spoken to her for what
amounted to no more than minutes, and he wasn't an inexperienced child to indulge in infatuation or fall



immediately in love with thefirst female who alowed him in touching distance. Hewasaman and a
King's Fighter, damnit, but the thought of any other man taking that particular woman away from him
filled him so full of rage he was ready to explode with it. She was his and was going to stay his, no maiter
what he had to do. ..

"| think we're going to haveto figure out away of getting you awoman tonight,” Traixe said, breaking
into Kylin'sthoughts. "We might have to end up blindfolding her, but at least your problem will be seen
to. I'll spesk to the Dukeimmediately after the Feasting.”

Kylin nodded in distraction as he and Traixe rose to their feet, then followed Evon's priest to the door.
There was too much depending on Kylin for him to refuse the suggestion even if for some odd reason he
wanted to, but the King's Fighter found himself privately wondering just how much good another woman
would do him. It was Sofaltis he wanted, his bride-to-be who would grin and dare him to impress her,
the soft and rounded Sword who would give as good as she got. But it would be another three days
before he could have her, another three endless, interminable, eternd, hellishly long, minute-dragging,
frustration-filled. ..

Thenight air waswonderful, especidly out therein the dark al adone, especidly over that part of the
lower battlements. It was till too early for any night-guards to have been posted, so | had dl the
shadows to mysdlf. | wandered around for awhile, remembering the fun I'd had there as achild,
pretending | was grown up and defending the castle from invaders. Now | was grown, and actualy
involved in defense of the Duchy, but it wasn't turning out to be the fun I'd thought it would be. My mind
kept demanding what | would do if | couldn't chase the Flower away on a permanent basis, and |
couldn't find an answer to that. | didn't know what | would do, but the decision would be one to make
trouble no matter what it turned out to be.

| sighed without sound and stroked the stone | stood beside, wishing that was the side of the castle that
faced the city, wishing | could take the time to circle the battlements until | could seethe city. | hadn't
been out there dl that long, but it wastime | got back before Traixe sent my bodyguard after me. | would
have had them to begin with if Traixe had been around to see me go, and | didn't want them stomping
around, ruining my pleasant memories of that place. Better to get back before they were sent, and be
grateful my father hadn't thought of it.

| patted the stone one last time and began to turn away, and that's when the arm whipped around my
throat and the hand pressed awet cloth hard over my nose and mouth. | immediately began to struggle
againg the strength in those arms, ingtantly reglized | was wasting my time, then reached for the dagger in
my right boot asfast as| could. I'd aready gotten abreath of whatever was on that cloth, and although
I'd helted my breathing after thet, | could fed the dizziness and lethargy crawling over me. Raising my
boot to where my fingers could reach it wasn't easy, not with the fist curled into the chain of my medalion
to give my attacker a better grip on me, but after what seemed like an hour my hand closed around the
dagger hilt. | jerked it free, reversed it, then stabbed backward.

There was no scream from the one who held me, but he convulsed so hard from the stroke that the chain
in hisfist snapped, and then he was diding down to the stone we stood on. | tore the cloth free of my
face with my left hand and began gulping inthe air my lungs were shrieking for, but rather than clearing
the muzziness from my heed, the air seemed to make it worse. It was pitch dark there on the battlements,
so dark | couldn't even see who it was who had attacked me, but the more | breathed in and out, the
more an odd grayness spread on the black. | suddenly discovered | was down on hands and knees, the
stone under me nearly unfelt, and then somehow the cloth was back over my nose and mouth, and the
grayness-

"She'swell out of it now," avoice whispered, speaking to the shadow who crouched not far from him. "If



she'd known enough to wipe away what the cloth had left on her before she breasthed again- Well, she
didn't, so weredl right. How's he?'

"Hell never hunt again unlesshe'sdlowed to" hunt &t Home," came the answering whisper, sounding
annoyed. "Now we have him to carry aswell asher. | wish we could smply leave him, but that would be
very unwise. Everyone knows who he takes orders from, and the Duke won't be in the mood to spare
anyone after this™"

"And we haveto hurry," thefirst voice said, beginning to sound anxious. "He wants her out of the castle
as soon as possible, preferably before she's even missed. | don't envy the onestaking her, not with the
sort sheis. Why would His Holinesswant her brought to him rather than smply put out of the way?'

"l don't pretend to do HisHoliness thinking for him," the second voice replied, dismissa in the tone.
"Werejudt fortunate that she was seen leaving the feasting hall done, and in time to send the hunter after
her. She couldn't have heard him approaching, but she was ill ableto- Wdll, | wouldn't want her either,
0 dl | can think isthat His Holiness must have his reasons. Do you have the weapon she used?!

"Yes, adagger,” thefirst voice responded. "I'll turn it over dong with her sword, but we're fortunate she
kept it in her hand. Searching without striking alight can be avkward.”

"Not as awkward as moving bodies,”" the second voice said, ashadow Straightening to its feet. "L et's see
if we can't move them together.”

Chapter Six

"My Lord Duke, over here!" avoice caled from near one of the scattered torches, and Kylin was
moving even before Duke Rilfe, Traixe thought. He himself wasn't more than a step behind, and wouldn't
have been even if someone had been in theway. How that broiling girl could walk out there done! He
would have sworn she knew better than that... !

"Wefound this, my lord." the fighter who had caled said, holding up something that gleamed siver inthe
torchlight. "And-that."

Hisfree hand pointed down to the stone, and Traixe had to put an arm about Duke Rilfe's shoulders, to
keep hislord steady on hisfeet. The blood was actualy pooled on the stone, dark in the darkness but
unmistakable, and no man-or woman-had ever lost that amount and lived.

"Itisn't hers™ Kylin said suddenly, not in desperation but with assurance, hislight eyes examining
everything therewasto see. "Tell me, Fighter: was there any blood on that medallion or chain?"

"Lord Kylin, perhagpsyou'd liketo rest after so terrible ashock," Traixeinterrupted, very aware of the
way hisfighter was staring at the young lord. He'd dropped his assumed characterization completely, but
maybe something could be salvaged from the dip.

"It'sawaste of time going on with that now, Traixe," Kylin denied with a headshake, then looked at the
fighter again. "Well? Was there any blood?"

"No, my lord," the fighter grudged, still not entirely certain he ought to be answering like that, but needing
to do something with those light eyes on him. "We found it there, three feet away from the blood, and it
wasjust likeyou seeit.”

"l would have wagered dl | own onthat,” Kylin said, looking to Duke Rilfe with satisfaction. ™Y our
daughter isaBlade, my Lord Duke, and no Blade may be taken without the spilling of blood - most often



the blood of others. The lady Sofdtis has been taken, but not without cost to the enemy.”

"How can you be certain she was taken rather than dain, Kylin?' Duke Rilfe asked, seeking assurance
and not argument. "That blood-may well be hers™

"If the blood was hers, her body would be besideit,”" the young Fighter answered bluntly, his eyes
darkening in the torchlight. "Whet reason would they havefor taking her body and hiding it? The Law
allows those who have mysterioudly disappeared to be declared dead, so what would be gained? No,
her disappearanceisfor areason other than death, and may even have been meant to suggest that she'd
run off on her own.”

"Whichisaposshbility,” Traixeput in, didiking having to say it, but needing to haveit said. "If shefdt she
couldn't live with what was happening no matter which way it went, she might well have decided that
complete withdrawa was her only option. She was fond of looking at thingstactically.”

"Asmay be" Kylin said with anod, refusing to alow Traixe's sournessto touch him. "Theré's nothing to
say shedidn't decide to leave on her own, and if she had it would scarcely be beyond her to arrange a
pool of blood for everyoneto grieve over. She would not, however, have left that medallion, not even if
she had no intentions of rgoining her Company. I've known enough Bladesto know that she would keep
it evenif it were packed away never to be taken out again. Thefact that it was|eft behind meansit wasn't
left by her choice.”

"And the fact that there was no blood on it should aso mean the blood isn't hers,” Traixe pounced, now
more eager than sour. " She wouldn't have given up the meddlion willingly, and if it was taken from her
body after she was dead there would be some trace on it. The only thing | don't understand iswhy it was
left inthefirg place.

"It may not have been left on purpose,” Kylin said, looking around again. " Since the chain was broken
and we can see the blood that was spilled, | think we're safe in assuming there was a struggle of some
kind. We dl agree that whoever did the bleeding didn't survive, so there have to be othersinvolved. If the
others came after the struggle, they might not have known about the medal lion-and wouldn't have been
ableto seeit inthedark. | serioudy doubt that they took the risk of lighting atorch.”

"But-how could they have captured Sofdtis?' Duke Rilfe demanded, finally having mastered the shock
he'd been given. "If shekilled thefirst to attack her, how could latecomers catch her unawares?!

"I've been asking mysdf the samething," Kytin muttered, beginning to prowl around the area. Hewas so
intent he never noticed the stares he was being given by House Guard and fighter dike. The clothing he
wore proclaimed him as something agood deal |ess than afighting man, but those who looked a him
were no longer at al eager to test the contention. The way he moved and spoke - and the expression in
those eyes -

"Therel" he said suddenly, freezing in place ashis nogtrilsflared. "1 could have sworn- Traixe, come over
here. And pay attention to odorswhile youredoing it."

The older Fighter raised his brows questioningly, but followed the suggestion without hesitation.
Suggestion. Only right then did it occur to him that this was the man who was meant to be heir to hislord,
and they were only then seeing the truth of him. Obvioudy not aman to suggest, clearly anoble born, a
Fighter and leader, so much like hislord had been at that age -

"Of course!” Traixe burst out suddenly, having caught the faintest trace of an odor, undoubtedly the same
Lord Kylin had caught not two feet away. " Swamp mist! They must have had a cloth saturated with it."



"Swamp mist?' Duke Rilfe echoed with afrown, making his sniffing way over to the other two men. "I've
never heard of swamp migt, and don't smdll athing."

"Thetraces of it are dmost gone, but you'd know it if you'd ever come acrossit before,” Kylin answered,
rubbing his face with ahand as he looked around again.

"It'saliquid rather than avapor, but it's called swamp mist because it smells something like the swamps
to be found in the south-west.

In my father's Duchy, it's used by the hedlers on those who are badly wounded or hurt and need serious
work done on them. It knocks them out so completely, they don't fed athing.”

"No onewho has ever fought in the west can mistake that smell,” Traixe put inin agreement. "Heders
elsawhere don't seem to be as partid to itsuse. But even if you've never had it used on you, you
remember how the hedling tents there usualy reeked of the stuff. It was enough to turn aman dizzy just

passing by."

"Duke Rilfe, | need to speak with you," Kylin said suddenly, those eyes having shifted color again. "And
privately, if you please.”

Duke Rilfe gazed briefly at the young man fortune had brought to him, then nodded and turned to lead the
way back into the castle. Traixe paused only long enough to take Sofaltis medallion and order hismen to
acomplete search of the castle, and then he had rgjoined them. So as not to misswhat young Kylin has
in mind, the Duke thought, smiling to himself despite the pain of losshe dtill fdt. And | find mysdlf
believing Kylin will get her back, he couldn't help adding. It was difficult seeing the fool Kylin and
remembering Kylin the King's Fighter, but the fool was gone now and the King's Fighter had taken over.
He'd been right to drop the pretense, and the results of his actionswould prove if hewasright in
assuming command. At another time the Duke would have resented so peremptory atakeover, but just
then he was too weary and heartsick.

The Duke's guests had all retired to their accommodations out of respect for their host's distress, which
meant Duke Rilfe had no need of enduring commiseration from anyone but Sir Fonid and the household
saff. They, however, had the good sense to do no more than speak briefly before bowing themsalves out
of his path, which meant he reached his study in aless enraged frame of mind than would otherwise have
been true. His grief was aready beginning to turn to outrage and fury, burning away the debilitation
weighing heavily on hismind.

"Very well, young Kylin, you now have the privacy you requested,” the Duke said briskly once Traixe
had closed the door behind them, turning to face the King's Fighter. "What plan do you have, and how
may we help you with it?'

"l have more of asuspicion than aplan, my Lord,” Kylin answered, impressed with how quickly the
Duke had recovered his self-possession. Thiswas aman fully as capable as hisfather, and one" easily
admired. "| takeit Lord Traixeis completely in your confidence, and privy even to family matters?

"If he weren't, he probably would have spitted "Lord Kylin" at first glance," the Duke came back, avare
of theway Traixe was chuckling. " Say what you will, it won't be anything heisn't dready aware of "

"That makesit eeser,” Kylin said, turning to look a Traixe. "When wasthe last time the exit tunnelswere
checked? Were there any sgns of activity that shouldn't have been there?!

"The exit tunnels are stone-braced, and therefore need only occasiond checking,” Traixe answered
dowly, no longer amused. "Thelast time | saw them waswith Lord Rymar, Evon keep him. And Evon



take mefor not thinking of them mysalf! How else could those atackers from "yesterday have gotten into
the castle?!

"Without the help of the traitor in our household, they could only have come through the gate as ddivery
men or laborers," Duke Rilfe said, frowning as he looked &t the other two. "We discussed the point this
morning, Traixe, and never even considered the tunnelsfor the smple reason that no one but we two
know of them. How could the traitor have found out about them?"

"Theinformation doesn't necessarily have to have come from this Duchy, my lord," Kylin said, beginning
to move around the room as his mind worked. " Anyone finding out about the exit tunnelswould also find
out that dl the castles have them, and then it would only be amatter of locating their entrances herein the
cadtle. | not only believe your attackers from yesterday were brought in through one of them, | dso
believe Sofdltis has already been taken out of the castle in the same way. I'd like your permission for
Lord Traixe and mysdlf to have alook at them."

"Damn that son of chaos, why would he have his minions kidnap my daughter?' Duke Rilfe shouted, his
fistscenched in fury, hiseyesblazing. "I can understand killing her, but why would he have her taken?
What does he mean to do with her? Evon help her, what will he do to her?'

"Absolutely nothing, if | have any say in the matter," Kylin answered so flatly that Duke Rilfes gaze
snapped to him, then nearly flinched away again. His own fury, though louder, was nothing compared to
what the younger man showed in his eyes, and for the second time Duke Rilfe fdt heartened. If it were
possible to save Sofdtis, the man she was promised to would get it done.

"Traixe, take him now, and quickly," Duke Rilfe said, drained of the anger as suddenly asit had come.
Theword of it wasthe feding of hel plessness, and he turned away from the two men aready heading for
the door, needing to Sit quietly for awhile with acup of wine beside him. The last words between him
and Sofaltis had been ones of anger, and if she never returned he would remember that to the end of his
days. Helowered himsdf dowly into achair as he was | eft done, feding older than he ever had, wearier
than he'd been when held lost hisbeloved Araisa. At least Araisahad gone Home to Evon, not into the
clutches of an inhuman, uncaring -

Duke Rilfe's hands had closed convulsively on the chair arms, an unconscious attempt to choke the life
from his digtant, backstabbing enemy. After amoment he deliberately rlaxed again, amiling faintly at the
resolve that had cometo him. So Nimram, working behind dupes and hirdlings, considered himself safe,
did he? Well, he had finaly overstepped himsdf with thislatest outrage, and would discover that
persondly if Sofatisfailed to return unharmed. Rilfe, Duke of Gensea, of the House of Kienne, would
protect the lives of histwo youngest daughters by personaly ending that of His Holiness Nimram |. HEd
hardly be likely to survive the doing, but for so sweet an end he was more than willing to give up hislife.
Duke Rilfe, smiling with pleasure, settled back in his chair and reached for the bell cord to summon his
servants.

"| think we can save oursalves some legwork," Traixe said softly to Kylin as soon asthey'd left the
Duke's study.

"Let'sstop a my apartments for amoment or two, and I'll explain.”

"L et's save even moretime and stop at my apartments/ Kylin countered, aready beginning to lead the
way inthat direction. "If we find anything worth following up on | want to be ableto doit, so I'm going to
change out of these boots now. Their interesting color aside, if | don't get out of them soon I'll be mincing
around for therest of my life."

Traixe chuckled at the expression Kylin flashed him, then followed without argument to the destination



aready started for. Onceinsdewith lampslit and a hasty look around to be sure they were alone, Traixe
settled himsdlf in achair while Kylin began digging through the luggage the servants had been forbidden to
touch.

"There are Six tunnels, and four of them can be diminated immediately, | think," Traixe began, watching
Kylin's search with only half an eye. "One can be reached only through the main entrance hdl, one from
the stables, one from the Duke's gpartments, and one from the family wing. With the number of people
always around three of those, and the Duke's possible presence at any time near the fourth, | think the
tunnel being used is one of the remaining two."

"Then well check thosetwo firgt," Kylin agreed, throwing around prettily-colored silk and usable leather
dike. "If we don't find what we're looking for, we can always go on to the others - Ah! Herethey are.”

"I never thought I'd find brown amore attractive color than red,” Traixe observed with a chuckle, then
grew serious again. "If | wereto guess, Lord Kylin, I'd say you had avery specia reason for al this hurry
you're exhibiting. Would you care to share that reason with asmple Fighter?""

"Lord Traixe, if the day ever comesthat | consider you nothing more than asmple Fighter, I'll be the one
who'ssmple" Kylin returned, glancing to the other man as he began pulling off the boots he wore.
"'Something you said about the swvamp mist started me thinking, and that'swhy 1'm convinced we have no
timeto lose. Tell mewhat sort of men you think are the ones who took Sofaltis. Fighters and Blades?'

"No, certainly not," Traixe answered, frowning as he tried to follow the question to the conclusion it was
headed toward. "Fighters and Blades are followers of Evon, and these have to be fanatics bowing to
Grail. Most probably they're farmers or hunters or possibly servants.”

"Who are dmost completely unskilled with wegpons,” Kylin agreed, hishands still moving. "Are men like
those likely to want Sofaltis awake and aware before they get her to where they're going? They know
she's a Blade, remember, and they won't want to take any chances. Won't they fed that with the swamp
mist they don't have to take any chances? All they have to do iskeep her mostly under until they've
reached their degtination.”

"But they can't do that,” Traixe protested, straightening in his chair. "Prolonged use of the mist buildsup a
tolerance, and then it doesn't work any -"

"Exactly,” Kylin said grimly, standing up to stamp on his brown bootsthe rest of the way. "Heders never
notice that odor around hedling tents that you mentioned earlier, the one that getsyou dizzy just from
passing by. If enough time goes by that the mist is completely out of aman's systlem it will work again, but
not until then. If those people have no real experience with the mist and are just using it as a handy toal,
the girl will come out of it when they'releast expecting it, and probably come out fighting. How likely are
they to have left her any wegpons? How likely are they not to have knives at the very least of their own?”

"We haveto find which way they went as soon as possible,” Traixe said as he dso stood, hisgrimnessa
meatch to Kylin's. "How many of my men do you want to take?"

"I'll move faster and more quietly if I'm aone," Kyfin answered, aready leading the way back toward the
door. "We don't want them knowing they're being followed, or they might decide they'd prefer losing
their captive permanently to letting her be rescued. Which way do we go firgt?"

"Thisway," Traxesadimmediately, and began leading off.

"Thisisit," Kylin said as soon as they stepped into the tunnel, the second they'd checked, its entrance
located in adark, unused passage near the kitchens. Behind a section of dusty wall-hanging the stone had



swung in smoothly and noisdesdy, the torches they held showing an equally smooth floor angling clearly
downward.

"How can you be so sure?" Traixe asked, keeping his voice low as he pushed the entrance stone closed
behind them. "There's nothing here to suggest anyone's been thisway sincethelast timel was."

"Not even footprintsin the dust, because thereisno dust,” Kylin pointed out, raising historch to seeas
far as possible down the tunnd. "Thefirg tunnel had dust and footprints both, but only asingle set that
was scuffed. Someone had been in it and then had tried to disguise his presence, but sinceit wasonly a
single someone he didn't try too hard. Here dl the dust has been swept clean.”

"To hide the exact number of feet that have been through it,” Traixe said in disgust as he looked around.
"And | never even thought to check them. When thisisdl over, thefirg thing I'm going to do isgive the
Duke my resgnation.”

"What for?' Kylin asked, turning to look directly at the other man. "For protecting the locations of the
other tunnels?'

"Now what are you talking about?' Traixe demanded, returning Kylin's sare with confusion. "If they
know about two of the tunnels, it stands to reason they know about them all.”

"They may know there are other tunndls, but they don't necessarily have to know wherethey are,” Kylin
explained, histone not in the least condescending, Traixe couldn't help noticing. Y ou said thelast time
you checked the tunndls, it was with Lord Rymar. Did you check dl of the tunndswith him?"

"Why - no," Traixe answered, abruptly aware of the fact that the young Fighter seemed to know the
answersto the questions he asked before he asked them. "The only tunnels we were able to look at were
this one and the one you and | looked at afew minutes ago. The others have to be inspected in the
middle of the night, when no oneis around to notice what's being done. Their locations are in public
aress, and - Evon broil it!"

"Exactly," Kylin said, seeing that Traixe understood. "Whoever knew about the tunnelswatched to see
the areas you and Lord Rymar disappeared into together, then searched the areas once you had | eft.
That gave them the locations of two of the tunnels, and | wouldn't be surprised if they were watching and
hoping you would check the others when you found these had been used. There are any number of
reasons why they might want to know dl the locations, and every one of them meanstroublefor Duke
Rilfe. If | wereyou, | would guard him very carefully from now on."

"My fighters already have orders not to leave anyone alone with him. not even his servants,” Traixe sad,
hisjaw tightening. "As soon asit was clear Sofatiswas actudly kidnapped, it was aso clear Nimram's
plans were changing from their usua mode. As soon aswe're through here, I'll be going back to him."

Kylin nodded with satisfaction, then turned to lead the way down the tunnd. There was ample headroom,
but only width enough for one man to walk along comfortably. If two had needed to go shoulder to
shoulder, both would have had to move partidly sdeways. The tunnel, dry and sturdily rock-braced
throughout, had been swept its entire length, and when the two men reached the end of it they examined
the heavy door that would look like no more than rock from the outside.

"It ssemsour traitor hasn't yet made this an open invitation to anyone who wants entry,” Traixe said,
pushing at the metal barred door with a shoulder just |0 be sure. "He probably didn't care to have anyone
showing up a thewrong time and giving everything away - which was what most likely happened
yesterday with the two kitchen workers. That they were killed rather than knocked on the head or tied
up meansthey got alook at the leader and knew him. 1'd have given two fingers of my left hand to have



found one of those two ill dive”

"Maybe well have better luck with the oneswho took the girl," Kylin said, settling historch into awall
brace before turning to the door bar. "I've had occasion to ask afew pointed questionsin my time, and
you'd be surprised at how eager most people get to answer them.”

Traixe smiled as he stepped back from the door, giving Kylin the room he needed. Hed heard more than
afew stories about the questioning methods used by King's Fighters, and wouldn't have cared to be
subjected to them himsalf. Aslong asthey could later show that the man they questioned was one of
those breaking the Law, they could do anything they pleased - and did. Mogt of the time just being face
to face with King's Fighters made a man babble his head off - to be sure they didn't find it necessary to
removeit in some other, far less pleasant, way.

Oncethe bar was did free of its seating, the two men put shouldersto the rock door and pushed. It
opened dowly but easily, letting them out into adark, starlit night, somewhere below the castlein the
empty, boulder-strewn areato one side of the road. Kylin stepped back inside for historch, then the two
men separated to examine the ground of the area, neither one having much hope of finding anything. Most
of the areawas too rocky to take any decent ground-trace, but if they could just find something -

"Lord Kylin, over here," Traixe called softly after severd silent moments, arestrained excitement in his
voice. Kylin turned to see hisdark form folded into a crouch, historch flame moving dightly to the
urgings of the gentle night-breeze, and quickly went to join him.

"Look at that," Traixe said, pointing to the piece of ground he crouched over. "There was awagon
standing here on this grassy patch, and those rocks over there would have blocked sight of it from the
road. But ook at that track."

Kylin crouched across from the other man and added the light of his own torch, but it wasn't redly
necessary. Even the single torch showed the track clearly, atrack that shouldn't have been anywhere
near as obvious.

"All I canthink of isthat the metal bracing has come away from the whed, Kylin said, putting hisfingers
to the odd-looking gouge in the ground. "If the girl isin awagon leaving atrack like that, ababein arms
would have no trouble following. I'm wondering if thiswas alucky accident - or done deliberately to
draw pursuit in the wrong direction.”

"It could be ether," Traixe said, no longer quite as pleased with his discovery. "Are you going to follow it
orignoreit?'

"l can't affordtoignoreit,” Kylin said, straightening as Traixe did. "If it'sagift sent by Evon, it'sthereto
be taken advantage of. If it'satrap set by our enemy, | may ill be ableto make it work for us. Let's get
back to the castle.

I'll need my horse, some provisions, and your ordersto get me through the gate.”

"Even atrack like that won't be easy to follow at night,” Traixe said as he began moving back toward the
gtill-open door. "Y ou may not be saving any time leaving before sunup.”

"Whatever ground | cover will be that much less of alead they have," Kylin disagreed with a headshake,
hismind clearly made up. "They'll be expecting any pursuit to wait until morning, so | have to be better off
garting right now. If it'safasetrail, | may be able to discover that sooner.”

Traixe knew from long association with nohbility that any further argument would be awaste of breath, so



he sighed and didn't bother. He also admitted to himself that the young Fighter might beright - which he
profoundly hoped would prove to be the case.

Not quite an hour later, Kylin leaned down from his horse to examine the road where held cometo a
halt, not far from astand of boulders. The lamp he held was the sort used in stables, aheavy candle
enclosed al around by metal and glass, easy to carry without losing the flame, and providing an adequate
amount of light. With its help the young Fighter could just see the distinctive wagon track whereit joined
the road, coming from thefield of boulders and stonesto theright.

"And taking off down the road at agood speed,” he muttered to himsalf as he walked his horse forward.
"If they were only adecoy, would they be in that much of ahurry?

His horse snorted and shook its head, and he had to smile at the unexpected answer. It was the answer
he wanted to be true, but it didn't necessarily have to be. Decoys would know that they couldn't afford to
be caught, so they would hardly be taking their time. The only faint hope he had was that a decoy would
betrying toleave aclear, easy trail to follow, at least at first, and so shouldn't be hurrying quite that much.

"Wel, I'll befinding out eventudly,” he muttered again, straightening in the saddle. It wasgoingto bea
long night and longer day tomorrow unlessthetrail suddenly disappeared, and it had only just occurred
to him that he hadn't changed out of the Flower clothing he'd been wearing. If held noticed sooner he
would have done something about it, but he wasn't about to turn back just for that. Once he had the
answers he was dfter, there would be time for unimportant sdeissues. He put his hedlsto hishorse's
sdes, and moved off down the road at the pace to which he meant to keep.

The wagon provided aterrible ride, and Merrol was more affected by it than any of the others. After two
nights and dmost two full days, with only the second of those nights given over to rest, he was beginning
to believe he would be violently ill before the trip wasfindly over. The other two had suggested they
leave him behind at an inn, but he refused to alow that. He was the one who had been given the deeply
satisfying task of taking the girl to His Holiness, and he wasn't about to | et the task be completed without
him. He had the sensitivity of acivilized man and that sensitivity was being abused, but he waswilling to
face anything just 0 long asthe insult given him was repaid many times over.

"And thisillnessisyour fault aswel, you trollop,” he murmured with dl the spite he felt, looking down a
the girl who lay sensdessin the blankets beyond hisfolded legs. "If that awful liquid wasn't necessary to
keep you under control, | would not have needed to bresthe those traces of it. I've been nauseated ever
since, and you'll pay for that, too."

Which he would be sure to see to. Without knowing what His Holiness intended for the girl he hadn't
dared do as he liked with her, but held still been able to return some measure of the humiliation she had
given to him. He had been sent to her as her father's messenger, and athough it had been hisintention to
lead her into atrap where she might be taken, she hadn't known that. In the spirit of generosity he had
attempted to correct her in regard to the unsuitability of the clothing she wore, and she had held him up to
ridicule before those insufferably arrogant fighters assigned as her bodyguard. They had laughed at him,
at him, and he had had no recourse then but to accept theridicule.

"But I've made up for that, haven't I, girl?' he whispered, reaching over to the blanket covering her, just
as he had any number of timesin the past two days. ™Y ou made ajoke of nakedness, but how amusing
would you find it now?'

Removd of the blanket bared the girl's body again, offering sght of it to him aswell asinviting histouch.
Inviting, oh, yesindeed, it wasinviting, an unexpected smoothness that had been hidden beneath harsh
leathers. His pam did up from the flatness of her belly to the mound of her well-formed breast, and the



sensations brought to him by the kneading of hisfingers were dmaost enough to overcome hisillness. How
soft that breast was to begin with, and how quickly the large nipple hardened under his hand. Thistime
she moaned aswell, moving duggishly asthough in protest, and he smiled as he continued to squeeze and
caress her.

"Y ou didike being touched so, my lady?" he whispered, the dimness of the wagon interior no barrier to
hissight of her. "What apity you find yoursaf displeased, but consder the future before voicing that
displeasure. HisHolinesswill have no usefor your body, but his gratitude for my invauable assistancein
bringing you to him will surdly alow mewhat he has no interest in. Y ou will befully awake when you
serveme, girl, and only then will you learn the true meaning of displeasure. By that time, however, the
lesson will do you no good &t dl.”

The girl moaned again and moved about under histouch, as helplessto refuse it as he had been to refuse
her insult. It gave him great pleasureto findly see aresponsein her, but that very response meant she
would soon need that liquid put to her face again. As soon as she was given water to drink and thin
cered to swallow. Eating and drinking and then that liquid. Merrol knew he should summon one of the
othersto seeto her, but theillnesswasrisng in him quickly again, too quickly to consider anything but
himsalf. He was going to upchuck, he knew he was, and he began scrambling toward the front of the
wagon, intent on nothing but bending over the Side of the seet.

| couldn't remember ever having beenin ariver of confusion before, and didn't even know how long I'd
beeninit that time. | waslying on something that seemed to be moving, lways moving, and harder than
what | consdered comfortable. My head hurt alittle, and | felt dizzy when | could fed anything at dl, and
the smd dl around mewas almost completely overpowering. Almost completely. Almost. Every oncein
awhileit faded, and when it came back it wasn't as strong asit had been. The confusion persisted, but
the smdl wasn't as strong.

And then came another fading time, when | felt ablanket under my back, and light came from
somewhere to hurt my eyes, and then there were fingers touching my flesh. Pudgy, repulsivefingers, |
thought, trying to remember, didiking the childish groping of the touch. It'snot the first time, | thought,
moving around on that blanket, not the first time he's dared to touch me. Dared? Why was it amatter of
dared?| usudly enjoyed the touch of men, why didnt I like this one?

| moved around again, hearing whispered words | didn't understand, but suddenly my heart was begting
faster. | had to get out of there, | remembered thinking that before too, but couldn't quite remember why.
| could barely move and felt really odd, but the urge to leave was becoming overwhelming. | struggled to
open my eyes, had to blink back blurrinesswhen | did, then suddenly found mysdlf sitting up. That hadn't
been hard at dl, the Sitting part, not as hard as1'd thought it would be, but | had to crawl toward the light
on hands and knees because of the blurriness. Light meant out so that'swhere | had to go, even if it was
harder than Sitting up and crawling.

And it was harder. When | reached the place the light was coming from, | found wood and heavy clothin
my way. It'sawagon, | thought, the blurriness and confusion clearing just alittle, but Sill leaving me
feding asthough | moved through adream. | could see aroad disappearing behind the dream wagon |
rodein, and knew | needed to be down on that road. | had to climb down from the back of that wagon,
down to the road, down to where it was moving, down away from where| was-

Hitting hard, dusty ground seemed to wake me up, the pain bringing back awvarenessinstead of taking it
away. | lay there unmoving for amoment, areceding creak of whedlsin my ears, believing | wasback in
mounted weapons training and had just done something stupid, and then | remembered | was escaping.
Escaping fromwhat | il couldn't recall, but | knew | hadn't intended smply faling out of the wagon. |
groaned as| gtirred on the dusty road, trying to tell mysdlf that out was out no matter how 1'd gotten that



way, but there seemed to be something wrong with that line of logic. |
couldn't quite figure out what, but there was definitely something wrong with it.

Wrong or not, the lowering sun wasin my ditted eyes, and years of training had taught me that the first
thing you did after falling down was get up again. As soon as possible. | turned to my belly then pushed
up to my hands and knees, knelt like that for amoment with my head hanging, then somehow managed to
get to my feet. | fet horribly weak and light-headed, as though 1'd been sick or wounded, but | couldn't
remember being ether.

| started walking on the dusty road, blinked when | saw awagon far ahead disappearing from sight
around abend, only then redlizing | waswalking the wrong way. It was something of an effort to turn
around without falling down again, and once l'd doneit | felt terribly proud. I'd escaped from wherever it
was | had to escape from, and now | was walking the road I'd earlier only been looking at. | was proud
of what I'd accomplished, wasn't hurting much at dl, and was ddightfully comfortable even in the warmth
of the afternoon. My lesthers had never felt so cool and comfortable, and I began humming to the birdsin
thetreesdl around as | walked.

Time receded behind steps and humming, steps and no humming, stepswith athickening fog rollingin. |
thought it was strange that afog should appear right in the middle of a sunny afternoon, but the fog didn't
seemtomind at dl. It just rolled right dong at me, then over me, then nothing.

Kylin was moving along theroad at agood clip, hissword loosein its scabbard, a dark eagernessin his
light eyes. After dl that time of following he was convinced the wagon leaving the odd track was no
decoy, and he knew he wasn't more than an hour or so behind it. If they hadn't changed horses just
before dawn of thefirst day he would have had them sooner - or if he hadn't had to rest his own mount
the night before. He himself had dept because held had nothing better to do, not because he was so
spent he was close to exhaustion. AsaKing's Fighter hed more than once spent day after night after day
inthe saddle, riding mountsin relays, staying awake by sheer determination, and then fighting at theend
of it. Hopefully he would soon be in another fight, one held been anticipating for the last few hours.

Hismind had turned so deeply into the problem of how he might get to the girl before the men with her
knew he was there, that his eyes registered movement on the road ahead before he was aware of it. He
cameout of plotting and planning to blink at the distant sight, wondering what it could possibly be.
Whatever it wasit was mostly light-colored, like adim bear with its pelt gone. Walked upright like abear
did at times, but didn't seem as steady on its feet. It was coming right down the middle of the road, too,
just asthough -

Kylin pulled back on hisreins so hard his mount nearly reared in protest, but nevertheless dowed its pace
to thewalk itsrider wasinssting on. Its numb, stunned rider. Kylin had seen more things than most men
of hisyears, but never, ever, had he seen anything to match the sight in front of him then. He walked his
horse a it dowly, distantly redlizing that his speculation on what lay under Sofdltis |eathers had been very
nearly on the mark, so bemused that he didn't even think to look around for the wagon and its men.

Shewasfree, shewasdl but strolling along, and she seemed completely unhurt. Not to mention the fact
that she was also stark naked.

Kylin grinned wide at the Sight, belatedly remembering to glance around but still keeping most of his
attention on the girl. The surprising part was that she was up and moving at al that soon, much sooner
than he would have expected her to be. And obviously sooner than her captors had expected. He knew
held better get her off the road until she was back to hersdlf again, and that fairly quickly. If the enemy
showed up and there was afight, in her condition she'd probably try to get into it - bare-handed.



He began chuckling as he pulled his horse to ahalt and dismounted, reaching behind the saddle for one of
the blankets rolled there. He couldn't wait to see the girl's face when she discovered she'd been
wandering aong the road, happy as a cloud, without astitch on. He knew any number of Blades - mostly
male, of course, but the principle should be the same - and if any of them had been turned loose naked to
trip gally through the countryside, they would be shouting for blood five minutes after they came out of it.
He would have to watch her carefully, St on her if necessary -

He turned back with the blanket toward the figure that had been strolling to him, and discovered it was
no longer strolling. The girl was now dtting on the road about fifteen feet away, waving onearm as
though trying to chase something away from her. The motion wasn't violent, just faintly annoyed, and
even as he watched she gave up on it with ashrug and lay down on the road asif it were her bed. Even
from where he sood Kylin could tell she was out again, so he sghed and took the reins of his mount to
lead it closer.

"Well, old horsg, it looks like we won't be having her company for awhile after dl,” he said, ready to
laugh at himsdlf for feding disgppointed. " Once she wakes up again she ought to be completely out of it,
and then welll be ableto talk to her. Talk to her. I hadn't thought of that. Evon broil it, what are we going
totdl her?

His horse snorted and shook its head, leaving that entirely up to him, much too smart to get involved ina
mess like that. What had Traixe said to him, about how quickly she would refuseto marry Kylinif she
wasn't convinced she was keeping her father from dishonor? He knew it was true, even though he wished
it wasn't, and it looked asif he was going to have to go right back to the part he had so happily
abandoned.

"Even though it'sgoing to be damned hard explaining what I'm doing here," he muttered, going to one
knee beside the girl to spread the blanket he would wrap her in. "If 1'd changed clothes before leaving the
cadtlel'd haveto tell you thetruth, but | didn't think it was important enough to stop for."

She stirred very faintly when he put hisarms under her to lift her onto the blanket, and once he put her
down on it he couldn't keep his hand from going to smooth her hair.

"I'll have to spesk to the King about passing alaw againg women like you,” he murmured, looking down
at her unrespongive face. "Y ou're not beautiful enough to make mefed likethis, soit smply isn't fair. Do
you redize | came away from the castle in such arush, that | never got that woman Traixe promised me?"

Thegirl lay unmoving on the blanket, aware of nothing, but Kylin wasn't quite that fortunate. He was very
aware of what was s0 close to him, and the situation had become agood deal more desperate. The
woman was his and he was determined to have her, but how in hell was he supposed to accomplish that
while staying in character? He would have to think of something, would think of something by thetime
shewoke,, or that would be the end of therole. It never occurred to him that he might have her right
then, at the Side of the road behind some bushes, with none, including her, being thewiser. Heinssted on
hiswomen being dive, and a the moment she waan't.

"Well find acaveliketheonel dept in last night, and then well work on the problem,” hetold the girl as
he covered her with the blanket, then began gathering her up. "Y ou're going to enjoy yoursalf with me,
and then you're going to marry me, and well both be very happy. Y ou have my word on that, my girl,
and I've never yet broken my word."

Her head rolled againgt his shoulder as he stood with her in hisarms, and he smilingly took that as
complete agreement.



Chapter Seven

| awoketo adim light feding fairly comfortable, wondering why | was expecting to be uncomfortable. It
was a strange thing to be expecting, as strange as thinking the air would smell odd, even though it didn't.
And nothing was moving, even though | fdlt it ought to be moving. | put ahand to my head as| shifted
around in the blankets, knowing at least that was right, trying to figure out -

Blankets? Right? How could blankets be right? Wheat in broiling hell had hap-

| sat up so fast everything around me swung dizzily, finaly remembering what had happened on the
battlements. I'd been taken, Evon brail it, like the greenest recruit, and they'd used whatever had
knocked me out to keep me under. | could remember bits and snatches of amaost waking up, and a
dream about escaping, but where the hell was| right then? It looked an awful lot like acave, with avery
low fire near its mouth and a stable lamp between me and the fire. Beyond the cave mouth was darkness,
an after-sundown darkness, with no sign of that wagon. Had | escaped after al, or wasthat smply arest
stop for the night? | had to find out fast, before -

"Oh, excdlent, you've finaly awakened!" avoice said from the cave mouth | was no longer looking at,
thelast voice in the whole, entire world I'd expected to hear. ™Y ou must be absolutely famished, my dear,
| know | would be. I'll have the Fire built up in amoment, and then I'll rewarm the rabbit left from my
own med."

| turned my head very dowly, trying to convince mysdlf that if anything was adream that had to beit, but
it didn't work. The Flower was there at the cave mouth, having come in with aheavy armload of wood,
and was aready turning toward the fire. How he could possibly bethere | couldn't imagine, but | was
certainly going to find out.

"Wherein Evon's stedl-lined hdlls did you come from?" | demanded, aware of the outrage in my voice
but helplessto do anything about it. " And where could you possibly have gotten rabbit for amed? Did a
family of them come up to you and drop dead at your feet?!

"Certainly not," he answered in injured tones, keeping his head down as he began feeding thefire. "Asa
boy | was as well-schooled in rabbit-catching and such as my brothers, even though I've dways found
the doing rather repdlent. Now, however, the repellent has - become the necessary, therefore do we
have rabbit for supper.”

"Old rabbit, would be my guess,” | muitered, still more than annoyed, then raised my voice again. "Okay,
you've explained the meal. Now how about explaining what you're doing here.”

"That, my lady, should be obvious," he said, histone aso suggesting how obvious the answer was. "Y ou
are, after dl, my lady, are you not? Was| to alow scoundrelsto run off with you and do nothing about
it? When we discovered what seemed to be your trail, | naturaly followed at once. The effort was
somewhat rigorous for acivilized man like mysdlf, but it alowed meto be there when | was most
needed.”

"When you were most needed,” | echoed, only then noticing how well-worn hisfinery was. "Areyou
trying to tel me you rescued me?'Y ou?"

"Wadl-ah-not quite that,” he admitted, glancing up a me as he reached for aleather-wrapped something |
hadn't seen on thefar sde of thefire. "1 wason theroad, dtill riding in pursuit, when | suddenly found that
part of what | wasin pursuit of was coming toward me from the very direction inwhich | rode.
Apparently you had somehow managed to escape your captors, and were walking back the way you
had been brought.”



"Walking back," | repeated, the phrase triggering memories I'd thought were from adream. "'l seemto
remember walking after - getting - out of awagon, and it was avery pleasant walk. | think | was
humming”

"Y ou may well have been," he agreed, using a branch to put what came out of the leather pack into the
building fire. "I had the distinct impression you weren't aware of me, however, and before | could reach
you you had stretched out right there on the road to deep. | wrapped you in ablanket as quickly as|
could, then found this cave for us"

"Wrapped mein ablanket,” | said, distantly wondering if | were fated to start every speech from then on
by repeating what had been said to me. That might have been my first concern - if | didn't have another
to pushit out of place. "Why-why did you have to wrap mein ablanket?"

"For arather-distressing-reason,” he said, keeping his eyes on the rabbit rather than raising themto me. "'l
do hope you will forgive me for being unable to put this more ddlicately, my lady, but you were rather -
extensvely unclad, and under the circumstances | thought it best-"

He broke off at the sound | voiced, asound that even | couldn't completely interpret. | suppose part of it
was some sort of laughter, due to the fact that I'd amost repested the phrase, "extensively unclad.” Only
aFlower would apologize for not being able to put it more delicately, and | was, trying to seeif therewas
amore delicate way of saying | was stark naked. Because that'swhat | must have been.

Stark naked. And in front of Him.

"My lady, areyou dl right?" he asked, his eyes undoubtedly on me, his"concern” clear in hisvoice. | had
to guess about where his eyeswere because | was no longer looking at him; | had turned my head away,
my own eyeswere closed, and my hands were tight on the blanket over me, holding it up to my chin.

Which was absolutely stupid. For someidiotic reason | suddenly felt asthough I'd never been naked
before, asthough | had never shared my nakedness with my Fistmates or any other men. And then it
cameto methat it wasn't the concept of "men’ that was bothering me, it was "man.” One particular man
who wasn't fully aman, but who had chased after me asthough he were. | wasterribly, horribly
embarrassed, and more uncomfortable than | could in any way understand.

"Oh, yes, I'm absolutdly fine and dandy,” | said after aminute, forcing myself to open my eyes. "'l must
walk naked down aroad six or seven times every year. Nothing to it. What happened to my clothes?"

"I'veredly noidea," he said, and then | heard the sound of steps as he moved away from thefire. "If
they'd been anywhere about, | would certainly have recovered them for you. Here, you may begin your
medl with this, and if you should want moreI'll be glad to put it in thefirefor you.”

By then he was standing over me with the branch and rabbit, and | had to admit | was considerably more
hungry than embarrassed. | held the blanket over me with one hand as| took the branch with the other,
and then | wastearing at the meat with my teeth while he walked to the other side of me and bent down.
He straightened with a small waterskin which he aso brought over, and then he was sitting down on the
stone beside me.

"My lady, | redly must have a serious word with you," he said, his entire expression aready |ooking
serious. "1 clearly noted your embarrassment of amoment ago, and | cannot alow you to be distressed in
such away. That you stood before me unclothed is of no moment at dl, not in any manner at dl. We are
betrothed, and as soon as we return to your father's castle, you will become my wife. Such things as
nakedness are commonpl ace between husbhand and wife, and therefore should bring you nothing of
embarrassment.”



"If it'sdl that commonplace, thenit'syour turn toindulge,” | said around amouthful of rabhbit, resenting
hisentire attitude. | didn't need his comments about an embarrassment | couldn't even understand the
reason for feding, and | certainly didn't need him discussing again something he would or wouldn't
"dlow." Hewas acting asthough | really did belong to him, and that was too ridiculous for words.

"Y ou needn't try hiding your upset with flippancy,” he came back, actualy trying to look & me sternly.

"Y ou are awoman with awoman's sengbilities, and modesty in its proper place is nothing to be ashamed
of. I'mwell aware of thefact that I'm avirtua stranger to you, but | would have you remember my
betrotha rights. Nothing improper occurred between us, and | want you to understand that."

"Apparently | understand more than you do,” | said, in no mood to dance ddlicately around theissue.
"Y ou're taking our proposed marriage as something guaranteed to happen, and that's your biggest
mistake. | haven't yet agreed to marry you, and probably won't.”

"But, my lady, we are betrothed,” he said, having the nerve to speak dowly and gently to me, asthough
explaining something to achild. "Betrotha rights are mine, including acceptance or refusd of the match. |
have so far voiced no refusal, and the Law alows noneto you. Y our father had not only agreed to the
match but had indsted on it, and now must stand by hisword.”

"l can't seeany probleminthat,” | said with ashrug, still chewing. "'If my father gave hisword, let him
marry you. | won't be treated as though | were lessthan adave, not even by the King'sLaw."

"My lady, the Law treats you aswhat you are," he said, still with that clenched-teeth-making patience.
"Y ou are awoman, and not entitled to the rights earned by men. The right of refusd ismine, and | have
not as yet decided whether | will exercisethat right.”

If there had been any handy weapon around &t al, he would have learned something about the rights
some women had. | was so angry | was on the verge of forgetting about what was | eft of the rabbit on
the warming stick, but then | redlly heard the last thing held said.

"What do you mean, you haven't yet decided whether or not you'll refuse?’ | asked, feding thefirg, faint
gtirrings of hope. "1 thought you were, as Traixe put it, "taken" with me. Has Evon's luck made you "take"
it back?'

"Infull fact, | continueto find you as unexplainably attractive as| did," he answered, thistime with
noticeabl e siffness as he straightened where he sat. "That thisfegling has never before been mine does
not mean it's shdlow and fleeting. No, my hesitation comes from another source entirely.”

"Ah, so now we've found hesitation,” | pounced, feeling better and better. "Y ou know that old saying,
don't you: he who hesitates does better to refrain? That sounds like good adviceto me.”

"At thisjuncture | havelittleinterest in advice," he came back amost sngppishly, hislight eyeslooking
annoyed. "My dresser, Jestrion, attempted to give me advice concerning femaes before | left home, and
athough he has aslittle experience with them as |, hiswere the words which raised my doubts. Because
of him, I now find myself hesitant. Would you care for more of the rabbit?"

"No," | answered, putting aside emptied stick and emptied bones to reach for the waterskin. "Whet |
want isto hear about these doubts. If they have any substance, I'll tell you immediately.”

Or sooner, | added to myself as | raised the waterskin, not about to let that priceless opportunity pass
by. No matter what he said | should be able to confirm the worst aspects of it, and maybe even make
them seem even moreterrible. Just before | blocked out sight of hisface with the waterskin | thought |
saw amusement in his eyes, but his next words proved | must have been mistaken.



"Y our graciousnessis not unexpected, my lady," he said gravely, and | lowered the waterskin to see that
he wasn't looking at me any longer. "My doubts are - persond ones, and certainly cast no reflection on
you. Jestrion ingisted | would find no pleasure with afemale, in fact it would be exactly the opposte. If
thiswereto provetruethen |, in turn, would be able to give no pleasure to you, which would hardly be
honorable or fair. Under such acircumstance, | could do no other thing than voice my refusd to the
marriage and depart forever.”

He ended his speech with his head hanging, obvioudy aready more than haf convinced that hisfears
were not unfounded. It wasn't quite fair to encourage him in those fears, but defense of self comes before
fairnessin those who intend surviving.

"In marriage, ahushand isrequired to satisfy hiswife" | agreed with him soberly, making sure my tone
shared the gravity held been showing. "' So you have no experience with women at al, no experience with
how difficult it isto satisfy apartner. Even many - more enthusiastic - men find the accomplishment
beyond them. For avirgin to expect to outdo them..."

| let thewordstrail off as| shook my head, projecting enough doubt to emasculate asatyr. Virgin or not,
he had one infalible way of knowing whether or not he was interested. If al that doubt turned him
incapable of any interest at dl, he should have no choice but to draw the conclusions| wanted him to.
My hopeswere very high as| put the waterskin aside, and then he sighed.

"Yes, my lack of experienceiswhat causes my hesitation,” he said, sounding completely depressed ashe
gill avoided my eye. "How can | know what success or failure would he mine without ever having tried
the thing? I've heard men discussing the matter, of course, speaking asthey seldom if ever speak before
women, and without exception they al found such - delight iniit. | would like to believethat 1, too, would
experience ddight but how am | to know?"

"Well, onething you can't do is believe everything you hear," | said, looking for defeet rather than
depression. "Since men are supposed to enjoy themselves with women, alot of them insst they have
when they're talking to other men. The truth of the matter isthat they haven't enjoyed themsalves, and
weren't able to satisfy the woman involved, ether. | learned these things from my Fistmatesin our Sword
Company, so you know they have to be true. With odds like that against you, you'd be best off forgetting
the whole thing - before you experience the agony of failure.”

"The agony of failure," he repeated, rubbing hisface with one hand as he stared down at hisfolded legs,
hisvoicefantly muffled. "Yes, I've heard tell of that agony, and certainly wouldn't care to experienceit. |
am, however, in an extremey untenable position in that | must learn the truth in order to see where honor
lies. It would be grestly distressing to learn of my lacks only after the ceremony was completed.”

"Didressng isnt theword | would use,”" | said in amutter, then went on, "Well, if you fed that way about
it, theré's only one thing you can do. As soon as we get back to the city, you'll have to patronize a night
house. That will settle the question with no two ways about it."

"A night house," he echoed, finaly looking up to stare at me blankly. He seemed to have caught the
repeating disease I'd been suffering from, but apparently wasn't aware of it. Asamatter of fact hedidn't
seem aware of much, as though he hadn't the faintest idea of how to answer my suggestion and was
concerned with nothing but thinking furioudly. | thought I might know what was bothering him, so | smiled
ahimtoaddtoit.

"Yes, I'm afrad faillurein anight house would become rather widely known," | said, using faint
compassion to disguise the twisting of the knife. ™Y ou could spare yoursdlf that by smply accepting the
mogt likely results without torturing yourself, and give my father another reason for your refusd. I'm sure



he would accept just about anything asareason, aswould..."

"But, my dear, | couldn't possibly use anight house to settle the question,” he said suddenly, something
oddly like inspiration causing the outburgt. "I find no interest in those women under any circumstances, so
how might failure with them have meaning? My soleinterest isin you, and asyou areto be my wife, how
might the matter be settled with another?”

He stared at me with the triumph of logic crowning him, but al 1 could do was stare back with the most
terrible feding creeping over me. He couldn't be suggesting what it sounded like, he just couldn't, not
when I'd been so close to talking him into forgetting the marriage entirely!

"If you'retrying to say you want to try it with me, you can forget it,” | told him flatly, discovering that |
was dmost back to the point of clutching the blanket to me. "The decision about who | share abed with
has dways been mine, and | intend seeing that it dwayswill be. If you're asking to have your name put
ontheligt, the answer is. not even at the bottom."

"Wadll, | certainly wouldn't dream of trying to coerce you," he answered, the triumph now muted by an
agreegbleness| didn't carefor, hislight eyes casudly hooded. "If you insst on waiting for our wedding
night, | would hardly be so boorish asto deny you that. That isthe time consummation will be most
necessary and binding, and even if | should discover agreet didike for the act, my duty in that respect
will aready have been done. It will, of course, be far too late to consider your feglings or what so
passionless amarriage would be for you..."

"The consummation!” | said as| sat Sraighter, suddenly remembering something important. "If | ingst to
everyonethat you weren't cgpable of consummeating the marriage, they'll have to have it annulled! Now,
why didn't | think of that sooner?”

"Possibly, my lady, and | hope you will forgive the inddlicacy, because you have no means of proving
suchacharge," he murmured, thistime rubbing at hisface with two fingers. "A sheltered maiden,
previoudy uninvolved with the world, would certainly not find it the same, but a Blade of a Sword
Company - Or, forgive me, have | assumed a condition which smply isn't 07"

Hewaited politdy for the answer to hisquestion, hisbrowsraised just alittle, knowing damned well |
had no other answer. Y ou might be able to find virginsin a Sword Company, but it wouldn't be wise
putting gold or silver or even copper on the possibility.

"And so, you see, our wedding night is certain to be a resounding success no matter what occurs," he
said, and | swear it was nearly apurr. "If | wereto discover agreat didike beforehand it would be
possible for meto act honorably, but afterward -"

He spread his hands with very heavy, very innocent regret, his resignation about as believable asthe sigh
following his shrug. He had his mind set on trying what the big boys did, and whatever hisred reason
was, he didn't seem ready to back down. | didn't believe for amoment that it was a question of honor,
and he had managed to get me good and mad.

"Wadll, then, my only other optionisto seeto it that thereis no wedding night,” | said, lying back to get
comfortablein the blankets. | flatly refuse to marry you, and nothing, including the Law, can force meto
it

"In amanner of speaking, that'strue," he said, for an ingtant looking frustrated and annoyed before he
forced those emotions away again. "It upsets me to believe that a man's daughter would betray him so,
leaving him prey to those who would see him brought down, but apparently it's so. Perhaps I'm fortunate
inthat | will likely never have such adaughter of my own.”



"I'm not betraying my father!" | protested, rising to one elbow while heroseto hisfest. "I never agreed to
this or any other marriage, and he had no right to assume | would agree! He never asked me!"

If 1 expected aresponse to my contention, | didn't get one. Without aword he circled my blankets,
picked up the warming stick and bones I'd | eft, then headed back toward thefire.

He could have said that most daughters don't need to be asked, that they smply do asthey'retold
because they're female and have nothing better to do with their lives, but he didn't. That would have given
me the chance to point out that | did have something better to do with my life, which would have brought
us back to the point wed just |ft.

| lay back in the blankets again with unfinished arguments gnawing at me, the one with the Flower - and
the one with my father. What bothered me most was wondering if Traixe was right and my father did
intend ordering me to walk away from the marriage; if that turned out to be so, what was| going to do?
Walking away under those circumstances would be betraying him, but staying would be a betraya of
mysdlf. | still couldn't decide what | would do, but | could see | was passing up the possibility of avoiding
that particular decison. It would be horribly distasteful, but | had to go through withiit.

"All right, youwin," | said, staring up a the cave ceiling. "L et's see how great adistaste we can findin
you - assuming we can firgt find interest enough for abeginning. But don't expect meto enjoy any of it.
I've never been partia to rape.”

There was slence from his part of the cave for amoment, and then he was crouching beside my blankets.

"My lady, it was not my intention to bring you distress,” he said softly and serioudly, and oddly enough |
amogt believed him. "1 have no wish to force myself on you, merdly do | seek to till the doubts within
me. | would make a poor hushand indeed if | gave no thought to the woman who will be my wife, and
you must not become upset over thisdoing. My betrotha rights dlow it to me, and therefore dso to you.”

"I'd like to see how far you'd get if those rights didn't extend to me," | retorted, il really annoyed as|
looked up at hishulking form. "And if you were dl that concerned about me, you'd walk away from this
marriage without the experimentation, which, I'm sure you know aswell as| do, iscompletely

unnecessay."

"Hardly unnecessary,” he said with afaint smile, and then had the nerve to reach down and take my hand
in both of his. "A man who isnamed heir to aDuke must have heirs of his own, and there continuesto be
but asingleway of achieving that. Surdly it will be to the benefit of us both to know that such
achievement will be possible - and, hopefully, extremely pleasant.”

He actualy grinned before kissng my hand, then straightened as| snatched it back to rub it vigoroudy on
the blanket. When | looked up again he was on hisway back to the fire, totally unconcerned with how

I'd reacted to his supposedly galant gesture. He was so absolutely and completely strange, easily the
strangest mae | had ever met, and the way he kept assuming that our marriage was definitely going to be
was beginning to redly disturb me. | didn't want to marry anyone, most especidly not him, but his attitude
was beginning to make mefed I'd have no more choice in the maiter than achain child. | didn't enjoy
feding likethat, and as| moved around in annoyance in the blankets, decided I'd have to do something
about it.

| watched him putter about a bit around thefire that was beginning to die down again, but instead of
adding more of the wood he'd brought in, heleft it to go to alarge stock of mossy vines piled near the
cave wal on the other sde of thefloor. It didn't take long before a generous amount of the vines had
been brought to the right of my blankets, and then he was arranging his own blankets on top of the vines,
just as he had obvioudy done with mine to make them so comfortable. | didn't like how close he was



putting his bed to mine, literdly arranging things to make one large bed, but considering what he intended
trying | couldn't very well argue the point.

When the bed-making was completed to his satisfaction and he had taken off hisfancy swordbelt, he
turned to the stable lamp that was giving off more light than the remains of thefire, and blew it out. That
plunged usinto amogt pitch darkness, the remains of the fire making him no more than anill-defined,
looming shadow.

"Why did you do that?" | asked, thistime watching what | could see of him groping hisway back to his
blankets. "Without the lamp and the fire, we might aswell be wearing blindfolds."

"I'm afraid | must admit that the darknessisfor me," he said, sounding somewhat apologetic but already
beginning to take his clothes off, starting with his boots.

"Now that the time has come to learn the truth, my hesitancy seemsto have increased. | hope such
apprehensonsarenorma.”

"Y ou can hardly expect meto know that from first-hand experience,” | said, rolling to my right and
bracing up on my ebow and hand. "All I can tdll you isthat most of the men I've had sex with seemed
completely confident and unworried. The ones who weren't didn't make much of ashowing.”

He made a noncommittal sound in response to my not-so-subtle jabbing, but till continued on with
shucking his clothes. If nothing €l se he certainly was determined, and under other circumstances| might
have complimented him on how difficult he was to discourage. Under those circumstances, though, |
would be doing everything but complimenting him, if you considered doing nothing as part of doing
everything. Most men, I'd been told, consider an unresponsive partner amost as bad as being thrown
into an ice-cold river. I'd never before had occasion to test the contention, but that seemed like an
excdlent opportunity for it.

The dark form beside mewasfindly out of its clothes, and then it turned in my direction.

"We may now begin," he announced, just as though he were discussing ameal or arace - or maybe even
afight. "I'm not totally without knowledge of what's necessary, as Sirangis and Frask, the fighterswho
accompanied me on the journey here, fet it necessary to inform me of certain of the basics. Thefirst thing
I'mtodoistakeyouin my ams.

"Wéll, wdll, love-making through ingruction,” | drawled with as much amusement as| could manage,
purposdly staying right where | was. "And to make it even better, ingtruction from fighters. Have you ever
heard what Blades say about fighters?'

"I'mfairly sure we shouldn't bein the midst of adiscussion right now," he said, hisvoicetheleast bit
strained as a wide shadow-hand began reaching toward me.

"Discusson isadidraction, and..."

"Asfar as Blades are concerned, fighters do most of their practicing with each other,” | went on, happily
ignoring what held said. "Congdering the fact that fighters, unlike Blades, are al male, that makestheir
advice somewhat questionable. Listening to an ordinary fighter isamost as bad as asking aKing's
Fghter."

"Almogt asbad?' he said, pausing with hisdark bar of an arm poised over me. "Why would asking a
King's Fighter be worse?"

"Y ou didn't know about King's Fighters?" | asked with asnicker, hopefully demoralizing him even more



by hinting that those who didn't know were didtinctly inferior. "They need the King's permission to wipe
their noses, because independent thinking is entirely beyond them. If one of them ever actualy manages
to find hisway to anight house, even the davestry to run. I've heard it said many timesthat you'll never
find aKing's Fighter with only one hand. One would get tired too quickly, and they didn't mean that in
reference to weapons.”

| couldn't help laughing at that, remembering how long ago I'd first heard it from a Blade of my Company,
but suddenly my laughter was interrupted. The arm hovering over me was abruptly around me instead,
and | found myself being pulled up againgt alarge male body.

"That's quiteamusing,” the Flower said, and | could dmost have sworn he was taking my remarks
personaly. "lIsn't it fortunate, then, that | didn't consult aKing's Fighter. Now that | have you in my arms,
I'mtokissyou.”

To be entirely accurate he only had mein one arm just then, but he took care of that by diding the other
under me before lowering his head. What he didn't take care of was the blanket between us, but | wasn't
about to point that out to him. Even in that deep a darkness he had excellent aim, hislips coming down
right on top of mine, but after amoment or two he raised his head again.

"Perhaps I'm mistaken, but shouldn't there be some response to the kiss from you?' he asked, hisvoice
amost more annoyed than questioning. "1'm certain | was told something about aresponse.”

"Y ou mean you were told to expect aresponse during rape?" | asked in turn, trying to keep the
satisfaction out of my voice. "l supposethat'slogica snce the advice came from fighters; they usudly
can't get awoman any other way. But | thought you said thiswas your experiment? And | thought you
aso understood | have nointerest in it?”

"From what | wastold you must have an interest init, or | might aswell end my efforts now," he returned,
the annoyance somehow hardening hisvoice. "Isthat what you want? To put al effort aside until our
wedding night?*

"None of thiswas my idea, you mistake of Evon,” | growled, moving againgt the arms he il had around
me. "If | can't get interested it'snot my fault, it'syours. Or didn't your very capable teacherstell that to
their little virgin? Unless you expect meto do the rgping, raising my interest isyour job. If you're not up to
it, shameon you."

Asareason for my lack of response that wasn't half bad, and it kept him quiet for amoment ashe
thought about it. | had to make hisfailure no one'sfault but his own, nothing that | contributed to, or else
he'd never voice hisrefusal to the marriage once we got back. For that same moment of hissilencel
thought he had decided to give up, but gpparently Evon's luck was shining e sewhere.

"It seems| owe you an gpology, my lady," he said at last, his voice not only back to whereit had been,
but smooth as stedd on top of that. "I wasindeed told that diciting aresponse from afemae was mineto
do, but the matter had dipped my mind. Perhgpswe'd best begin with that.”

He released me enough to let melie back flat on the blankets, then his reaching hand found the one il
covering me and threw it aside. Rather than having forgotten about that blanket it ssemed as though held
been waiting for the proper time to remember it, and for some reason that very smple, very familiar
gesture made me gasp.

"Now, now, my lady," he scolded gently when | tried to go after my cover, pressing me just as gently
back down again. "Y ou don't want me thinking you're not trying, do you? Y ou're clothed in darkness, so
the cover isn't necessary. Now let me see, what was the first thing | was supposed to do? Oh, yes..."



Thistime hislips cameto my body and throat, warm, soft lipsthat lingered only briefly before moving on.
Losing my cover like that had upset me, as much asif someone had taken my mail just before battle, and
now hiskissing was making it worse. It wasn't asif | had any real need of the cover, or that | thought |
might respond to him; it wasjust that | didn't like having al that done to me - when | didn't want it done -
by someonelike him -

"My dear lady, you redly must relax those muscles," he murmured, kissng my face and ear before
returning to my throat. ™Y ou surely can't be frightened of me?”

"Afraid of you?' | scoffed, moving my faceto keep him away fromit. "If therés anything I'm afraid of, it's
dying of boredom or old age. Or maybe both. Can't you hurry it up alittle?"

"I've been told that hurrying never pays,”" he said in that same murmur, and then his hand began to stroke
my left sde. "If youre not afraid of me, proveit by kissng me."

"But | don't want to k-" | began, then lost the rest of the protest when hislips covered mine. | tried to
turn my face away again but somehow the fingers of hisleft hand had become entangled in my hair, and |
couldn't move my head. At the sametime hisright hand did over my breast, feding nothing like the soft,
pudgy hand | could just remember from somewhere, even though I'd expected it to fed the same. By
what was probably pure accident his fingers moved in that special way 1'd only felt once or twice before,
and suddenly | found that | was actudly kissing him back! A Flower, and | waskissing him!

The thought made me frantic enough to begin struggling, but the heat flashing through mewas very
distracting. | couldn't quite remember how long it had been since I'd last had a man, but it had obvioudy
been much too long. My right hand pushed at the chest it rested on and my |eft went to the fingers on my
breast, but neither effort did what | wanted it to. The lips on mine kept coaxing me for even more
response, and the hand left my breast to dide down between my thighs- | moaned at what that touch did
to me and tried to gasp, and then suddenly | could.

"My poor lady, has my clumsiness upset you?' he asked, the words so soft they felt like caressesinstead.
"Y ou must bear with me, my sweet lady, for | attempt no more than what you asked of me. If you haven't
the strength to accept it, you need only say so and I'll certainly stop.”

"Me, not have the strength to stand anything you can do?' | panted, holding tight to his arm to keep from
shivering. "That'll be the day. Just remember when none of thisworks out thet | didn't do any thing to
interfere with the experiment.”

"I'll be sure to remember that," he said, sounding as though he wanted to chuckle. "And what do you
think of this particular technique? I'm told by Frask that most men find it extremely effective.”

The only answer | could give him was another gasp, the moan only just letting itself be swallowed. |
couldn't understand why | was reacting that way, as though | were being touched by areal man, but as
upsetting as the thought of hisbeing aFlower was, it wasn't enough to turn me disinterested again. In
spite of everything | was nearly onfire, and | didn't redize that my hand was moving from hisarmto his
shoulder and back again, until he did chuckle.

"Y es, you definitely aren't doing anything to interfere with the experiment,” he murmured, beginning to
kissme again. "Shdl we see where we might go to from here?"

He couldn't have been expecting an answer in words, as heimmediately saw to it that | couldn't give one.
| kept trying to remember that | wasn't supposed to respond to him, and | actualy did hold out longer
than | thought was humanly possible. After that | discovered | wasfeding rather than thinking, and what |
was fedling couldn't be stood any longer. | clawed a his back with my nails until he'd entered me, and



then it was nothing but sensation without end.

Kylinlay in the blankets, very satisfyingly exhausted, hisarms till around the deeping girl. No, not "the
girl," hethought, Sofaltis, the woman who would soon be hiswife. Sheld been aswild and responsive as
he'd expected her to be, as deeply satisfying amate as he could have hoped for - once held gotten
around her understandabl e reluctance. He chuckled softly and leaned down to put hislipsto the forehead
he could only see asadark shadow, wishing he could have built up thefireinstead of letting it die, and
aso have left the stable lamp lit. He had wanted to see her ashe made loveto her, but that way she
would have been able to see him aswell - without his artfully made clothing. She had been suspicious and
difficult enough without that, and it had kept him from needing to explain where the fat had gone and the
muscle had come from.

He grinned into the darkness at that, remembering how she had amost outmaneuvered him, coming up
with that suggestion about a night house. He'd had to do some fast thinking to counter her, and had
amost logt it again when sheld gotten him mad. He'd heard those comments about King's Fighters before
from Blades, but those other times he'd been lucky enough to have the Blades be men - and he hadn't
had any interest in making love to them. Once that charade was over and she was hiswife, hed have to
remind her about what she'd said - and tell her what he would do about it if she ever said it again -

Sofdtis stirred in hisaims and made a soft, degpy sound, then snuggled up to him to get more
comfortable. Awake, she probably would have denied vehemently that she was the snuggling sort, but
that was the way Kylin liked her best. Hetightened hisarms around her just alittle, knowing he would
have to come up with something good if he wasto have any hope of enjoying her again, and closed his
eyesto get some deep of hisown.

Chapter Eight

| came out of what fell like avery long, very refreshing deep and stretched, then lay till in the blankets
for amoment - until I remembered what had happened the night before. | sat up fast then, looking around
the cave by the early morning light streaming in through the entrance, but the Flower was nowhere to be
seen. Hower. | lay back and put my hand over my eyes, trying not to groan in too loud avoice. | wanted
to believe I'd imagined the whole thing, but | was very much afraid | hadn't. If that waswhat dl virgin
Flowerswerelike, | couldn't understand why night houses didn't have them in chains, offering their useto
the highest bidders. Possibly later, if | could do it anonymoudy, I'd make the suggestion mysdif -

"Ah, good morning, my lady," asober, too-familiar voice said, bringing me back to aworld | redly didn't
want to bein. "l trust you dept well. Would you care for something to break your fast before we begin
the day'sjourney?'

"l find | have very little gppetite thismorning,” | answered, moving my hand so that | might seehim. "l
may be mistaken, but you don't look to have much of one yourself. What's the matter, couldn't you deep
after dl that activity?'

"Pease, my lady, | would prefer that you didn't mock me," he said, turning his head away with the same
sober air I'd noticed amoment earlier. "I'm well aware of the fact that you upheld your end of the
bargain, but | - couldn't quite manage what was required for too long atime. | think - perhaps - that if it
should happen again - my coursewill be clear -"

His sigh of disappointment was so unexpected | sat up and blinked, wondering what he could possibly be
talking about. The night before had been well beyond anything | might have imagined, and his staying
power had been little short of incredible - oh. So that wasit. He didn't know the difference between
staying power and being unableto finish what held started, so he was serioudy considering giving up on



the idea of marriage! Suddenly the new day became much brighter for me, and | discovered an interest in
continuing onwith life.

"How terribleit must have been for you," | commiserated, trying my best to match hissigh as| sat up.
"Even though you ignored my warning, I'm sorry you had to go through that. Well talk about it again
later, and maybe by then you'll understand why trying it asecond time will only bring you greater
disappointment. Right now | think | will have something to eat - as soon asyou give me what thereisto
wear."

"But - my dear lady Sofdtis- | thought you understood,” he said, looking back at me with surprise. Y ou
dready have dl thereisto wear. | left your father's castle in such haste, that the only clothing | brought
with meiswhat | have on my back. Surely you don't believe | would have stayed in thesefilthy ragshad |
had any choicein the matter.”

"No, | don't suppose you would have," | grudged, redlizing he had to be telling the truth. "But that doesn't
do anything to solve my problem. If you think I'm going to continue walking around naked, you're out of
your mind."

"| certainly would not expect any such thing," he answered, huffy and just short of being insulted. "Y oull
remain wrapped in that blanket, I'll hold you in front of me on my horse, and before you know it you'l be
home. I'll fetch what's |ft of the rabhbit.”

"You dothat," | muttered under my breath as he turned and went back outside, then looked downin
disgust at what my wardrobe would consist of for the next couple of days. The dimness of the cave made
it difficult to tell, but the blanket seemed to be an unrelieved brown, and too closeto fighter brown for me
to likeit even alittle. No clothes, no weapons, no horse - and my only companion a Flower who didn't
know the difference between success and failure. If | managed to get home without going stark, raving
mad, I'd find whoever was responsible for putting meinto that mess, and explain very dowly exactly how
| felt about it. Very dowly, with the help of my boot knife.

Needlessto say, the dim day that had suddenly turned beautiful had dimmed again, but | ill ate what
was | eft of the rabbit before we went out of the cave. The sun shone down on ahorse amost completely
packed for travel, the only thing left unpacked being the blanket 1'd been lying on. Lord Kylin the Flower
followed me out of the cave folding that, knowing damned well | couldn't do it. | was having enough
trouble keeping my own blanket around me and off the ground to have any handsfreefor folding, andin
the mood | was in even someone who could actually use the sword the Flower wore would have
hestated over asking for my help.

While I'd been eating the rabbit 1'd been told "our" horse had been kept the night in the next cave over,
and had already been watered and allowed to graze that morning before | awoke. | know | said
something complimentary about al that work having been done so early; dthough | couldn't remember
what it was, my companion developed a pleased look that didn't fade.

Once outside, my other blanket was tied behind the saddle, and then the Flower mounted “our” horse. |
was dready wondering how | would get up there without losing my wardrobe, when my companion rode
close and reached down to me.

"And now for you, my lady," he said, and then there were two arms wrapped around me and lifting! |
barely had timefor ayep before | was settled sideways on the saddlein front of him, hisright arm
circling my back, hisleft hand using the reinsto calm the dancing of our mount. His chuckling seemed to
indicate amusement at my reaction, but amusement wasn't what | wasfeding.

"How in Evon's sharpest hdll did you do that?' | demanded, looking directly at him.



"I've known men who couldn't take me off my feet when they stood facing me! I'm not small and I'm not
light, so I'd like to know how you did that!"

"Have - ah - thereredly been those who had difficulty inlifting you?" he asked, too occupied with getting
usmoving in the proper direction to meet my eye.

"Forgive mefor saying so, but | find that difficult to believe. | experienced agood ded more hardship
yesterday, when | needed to lift your unconscious body. Ah, and therestheroad.”

There, ds0, was avery convenient end to the answering of my question, which | couldn't help noticing
hadn't been answered at all. | looked ahead through the trees to where the road could be seen, no longer
pressing the point but not about to forget about it. Something very strange was going on, and | was
determined to discover what.

Considering the double burden our mount carried, our progress along the road wasn't terribly swift.
Hours of plodding went by with not enough miles being put behind us, and to add to that therewasn't a
snglesign of aninn. When | asked my companion about the last inn he'd passed coming from the castle,
he made some vague reference to one he'd seen hafway through the first day of trave. It would have
helped if that was the highway 1'd taken from the north; then | would have known what was where. Since
it wasn't | had no ideawhat was ahead, and my companion’s reassurances weren't reassuring me.

It wasn't far from noon when he turned off the road to the lft, into a pleasant, pretty meadow with a
thick stand of treeson thefar sde of it. | had brought my arms out from under the blanket to keep from
sweltering, but that was the only positive thing I'd been able to accomplish. My thoughts had pushed and
shoved at the mystery surrounding my companion, but | couldn't get around the fact that | knew too little.
He was "taken" with me when he shouldn't have been, he had chased after me when he shouldn't have,
he was agood ded better in bed than any virgin had the right to be, and he was alot stronger than
average. That had to make him the strangest Flower who ever lived, or someone who was only
pretending to be aFlower. | couldn't see what he would get out of a pretense like that, unless -

Unlesshewasin league with my father's enemies.

How did | know held just happened aong, right after 1'd escaped from the ones who had taken me?
Waan' that the least little bit farfetched? | knew for certain that we were moving south, so that should
mean he really was taking me home. Did heintend pressing for rescuer'srights, along with demanding an
immediate wedding ceremony? The very next day held be my father's hair, with nothing standing between
him and the Duchy but my father'slife. Was he redlly the son of Duke Trame of Arthil, or washe
someone dse entirey?

"This seems an adequate spot to leave you for ashort while," hisvoice came suddenly, amost startling
me. "I'll take mysdlf into the woods there, and hopefully find something we may lunch on. The horse will
remain with you, to rest and graze while | hunt.”

"So you're going to hunt," | observed, looking around to see that we'd nearly reached the stand of trees.
All theway to theright and beyond, through a place where the trees thinned alittle, I could see what was
probably afarmhouse. The trees stretched on a good distance before it became open spaces again, and
someone with abow like the onetied to the left of the saddie would likely find any number of luncheon
targets.

"Well, what | mean to do is attempt to hunt,” he answered with gpology oozing out of every word as he
pulled our mount to ahdt. "It's been someyearssincethelast time | did so, but the episode with the
rabbits has given me encouragement. I'll wager | return with birds at the very lesst.”



"Y our enthusasm and bdlief are pogitively uplifting,” | told him with asmile, watching as he dismounted
from behind me. "But you must be iff from having my weight leaning againg your legsfor dl those
hours, and my hunting skills are agood deal more recently practiced. Y our tunic islong enough to cover
most of me, soif you'l lend it to mefor awhileI'll do the hunting. If anything happensto show, "there
won't be anyone about to shock but the animals.”

"Y ou want meto lend you my tunic,” he said with an odd expression as he looked up a me, making no
effort to help me down from the saddle. "But if | do, what will | wear?"

"Areyou afraid of freezing to death?' | asked with a snort, having aready noticed the fresh sweat-stains
on thetunic in question. "Or are you too modest to show what you have hidden underneath? If it's
modesty that's bothering you, I'll lend you my blanket and promise not to peek. And you really ought to
givethat sword to someone who knows how to useit.”

"My dear lady, thisisal quite out of the question," he protested, then moved forward fast to catch me
when | ddliberately began diding mysdlf out of the saddle. "And you should have waited for meto assst
you to the ground, | - am the man of our party, and | meanto act likeit. | find I've had my fill of being
cared for in life, and will from now on be the master of my own fate!"

The dedicated and determined look on hisface would have been amusing enough to smileat - if it didn't
mean he'd just refused to do everything I'd asked. I'd been wondering why there hadn't been anything for
me to wear, and now it seemed | knew: aslong as| was wrapped in ablanket, | couldn't take off on my
own - or adequately use awespon.

"Well, then, how about smply lending methetunic?' | asked, just to test my theory abit further. "Baring
your chest should be amanly enough thing to do, even if you are nothing but flab under there. And if
you'redl that interested in further experimentation, maybe | ought to say, "I will if you will."

| gave him the sort of grin night house girls are taught, just to see what would happen, and was
immediately pleased | was watching him so carefully. Hislight gaze flickered down to where my hands
moved the blanket teasingly, no more than normal interest showing briefly, and then he was suddenly
giffening in very obvious embarrassment.

"My lady, please, thisisthe middle of theday!" he protested, and if he could have | think hewould have
blushed. "What's more, anyone could come aong to see us! Just because athing is proper between a
man and his betrothed, doesn't mean it's proper everywhere and at any time. Y ou will remain in that
blanket and | will retain my tunic, and well have no moretak of such anature.”

Hishuffing wasreally very well done, but unfortunately for him | now knew better than to believeit. What
| needed to do was get my hands on his sword, and then there would be no problem with the tunic. It
would be stained red and have atear in it, but that couldn't be considered a problem.

"Y ou're absolutely right about there being too much talk,” | said with a smile, opening the blanket and
letting it fall artfully to the grass on ether Sde of me. "What we redly want islessair and more action.
See, I've started us off. Now it's your turn, and | promise it won't hurt. Y ou can trust meto be gentle.”

By then | was dready advancing on him, my hands out toward his swordbdlt, just asthough | had no
interest in it other than as something to be gotten out of our way as soon as possible. His eyes went
briefly startled just before he began backing away, but the startlement had more annoyance in it than
desperation, and hisretreat seemed more reluctant than determined. To add to it, he hadn't even tried
turning away in real embarrassment. 1'd been looked at by men before, and if he wasn't enjoying what he
was seeing, I'd eat my boots - as soon as | got them back.



"Redlly, my lady, | must protest!” hetried as he backed, holding one hand up as though to keep me
away. "Y ou know how unsure of mysdf | am, | couldn't possibly bring mysdlf to - to - in broad daylight -
and -"

| was sure he was just about to plead the disability of an old battle wound, but he never got the chance.
Without any previous warning that we weren't alone, four men burst out of the trees not far from usand
came running toward us, shouting and waving their swords. From their ragged and filthy gppearance they
had to be bandits, and | had already reached for my hilt before remembering | didn't have one! Having
no other choice | turned to the Flower, intending to take his weapon whether he liked it or not, and only
then discovered | wasfar too late.

For aFlower, hisreflexes were excellent. He must have drawn the instant he saw the attackers, and with
four of them he wasn't waiting for them to get to him. The shouting they were doing was supposed to
intimidate their intended victims, but my shy, delicate companion was moving toward them instead of
away, and the way he held hissword in hisfist didn't seem to indicate he was after conversation. Thefirst
of thefour, without redizing it, had pulled out dightly ahead of the others, and when gentle Lord Kylin the
Flower reached him, my companion blocked athrust then cut him down without even dowing.

"Basteand brail it!" | muttered under my bregth as the following three dowed and stopped, no longer
quite as eager to reach their "victim." 1'd never expected to see the day when | stood around doing
nothing while my enemy hogged al the fun for himself, but there | wasl And not only wesaponless but
naked! Thethree had sent alot of attention in my direction when they'd first come charging out, but right
then they were too busy thinking about their livesto do anything but back away with swords held out in
front of them. Seeing that | began to move forward, heading for the bandit on the ground. Even if his
clothesturned out to be too grimy to put on, alittle dirt never hurt asword.

And then | heard the sound of hooves behind me, combined with awild and mocking yell. | threw a
quick look over my shoulder then dived to my l€ft, just in time to avoid the arm of the bandit who was
leaning down from the saddle of our horse, trying to scoop me up off the ground as he galloped past. |
cursed my reflexeseven as| rolled, redizing too late that | should have let him capture mejust long
enough for meto get my hands on his dagger. | cameto astop in the grass and twisted around - soon
enough to see my clever companion give up on chasing the horse and itsrider into the woods. And while
he'd had his attention elsewhere, the three held had right in front of him had gathered up the remains of
their dead fourth and were a so disappearing into the woods!

"Wonderful," | muttered as| climbed to my feet. "Just wonderful.” Then, when the great warrior and his

sword had gotten close enough to hear, added, " That has to be the most dipshod defense I've ever seen
inmy entirelife. Y ou had them, and you let them get away! Why didn't you add me and your purseinto

the bargain just to make it perfect?’

"| was about to charge the first three when the last of them started after you!™ he protested, and thistime
his skin did darken just alittle. "If you hadn't jJumped when you did, my purse would have been the only
thing left out here! And if that horse had been carrying double again, | would have reached it before it
reached the woods."

"Would have, could have, should have."

"l said, making it sound the way armsmastersusualy did. " "If wordslike that had edges and points,
every fool on two feet would be Evon himsdlf." Next time leave the heroics to someone who has aready

passed the bumbling stage.”



"I would have, but there wasn't anyone like that around,” he came back, straightening as he looked down
at me. "Y ou know what they say about Blades - you can trust your back to one, and never haveto
worry. They don't have enough skill for backstabbing.”

"And how would you know whét they say about Blades?' | returned immediately, delighted that he'd
fdleninto my trap, "Y ou, the ddlicate, shdltered virgin who can barely handle himsdf in aconversation -
and who swings asword like the captain of a Company. And don't look now, but you've lost your
cultured accent.”

| wasin afoul enough mood not to care what his reaction to the revelation would be, but | couldn't help
noticing how odd that reaction was. Rather than showing guilt he groaned, and then he got mad.

"Damn those fools and their weak-kneed attacks," he growled, turning to glare at the woods as he wiped
his blade on his once-pretty trousers, then sheathed it with adam, "if they'd minded their own business
and stayed where they belonged, thiswouldn't have happened.”

"It was about to happen anyway," | told his back, even more annoyed by his oddness. "I'm not quite as
stupid as you apparently think I am. Who are you, and what do you expect to get out of al this?'

"Whoam |," he echoed, turning back to ook at me with thoughtfulness rather than anger, not far from a
sgh. "I'm exactly who | said | was, Kylin of Arthil, and what | expect to get out of thisisawife-
preferably onewho's till in one piece. Or have you forgotten we're betrothed?”

"Back inthe Silver Gleaming, they say | never forget anything,” | remarked, folding my arms. "Like the
fact that Kylin of Arthil is supposed to be aFlower. And was aFlower, until just afew minutes ago.
Would you liketo explain where that fitsin?"

"Not particularly," he answered, looking like he meant it, then put his hands out pams up and toward me.
"All right, don't start getting ready to attack, | was only joking. The truth of the matter is| can't tell you
about everything that'sinvolved, but | can tell you this: my masguerade was for the purpose of protecting
someone very close to you. No one was supposed to know the truth until after the ceremony was over,
but you're not the only one who's found out. All we can do now ts get back to your father's castle asfast
as possible, then go on with the marriage immediately and hope everything turnsout al right.”

"Oh, isthat al we can do,” | said with raised brows, then looked him up and down before deliberately
turning my back. "It'sredly odd, but I can think of quite anumber of other things, and frankly, any one of
them ismore gppedling than - Evon dip and pepper them! They've even taken my blanket!"

"What's the matter, are you afraid you'll freeze?' theidiot asked from behind meas| glared around at the
empty grass. "If you'd kept the thing around you instead of trying to be provocative, you might not have
logtit."

"If not for your nonsensein pretending to be a Flower, | wouldn't have had to try being provocative,” |
came back, turning again to give him the complete benefit of my glare. "And if | recdl correctly, you're
a o the legendary hero who even let adead bandit get away from him. What do you expect meto do
now, O great one? Wak back to my father's castle naked?

"That might not beabad idea," he said, folding hisarms as he let those light eyes move dowly over me.
"I'm one of those who usudly enjoy sight of the countryside, but nothing's so perfect that it can't usea
little dressing up - or, in this case, undressing. Once we put enough distance between us and those
bandits, welll also be able to put your suggestion of lesstalk and more action into practice. And don't
forget - you promised to be gentle with me."



Hisfaint grin was as bold and forward as someone e se's laughter would have been, asfar from the
horrified innocence of his FHlower character asit was possible to get. My hands curled to fistsat my sides
asmy cheekswarmed and | felt the urge to pull acover over me again, and | still couldn't understand
why it was happening. Whether or not he was Kylin of Arthil, he was certainly no friend to me and mine,
no matter what new story he had suddenly come up with. Of course his masquerade had been for the
benefit of someone closeto me, and of course there was nothing better for me to do than marry him
immediately. Well, whether he knew it or not, therewasaway | could find answers| liked a bit better.

"If you're that much in need of gentle handling, you'll haveto pay for it," | said, hopefully showing nothing
of what | was planning. "Despite your obvioudy twisted sense of humor, | have the fegling you're no
longer desperate to hang onto that tunic. Hand it over, or negotiations concerning gentleness are finished
before they get started.”

"l can see I'm going to have to spend some time teaching you how to ask politely for the things you
want," he said, till amused but already reaching down to open his swordbdlt. "An occasiona "please’
and "thank you" will do wonders, something you'l learn asthe yearsgo by."

Asthe yearswent by with him, he meant. | folded my arms and said nothing as he dropped that red
swordbelt to the grass at hisfeet, part of his attention on the woods to be sure the bandits weren't waiting
to come racing out again as soon as he was partidly disarmed. | pretended to be watching the woods
too, but what | was redlly waiting for was the time his tunic was pulled completely over his head. That
waswhen | intended showing him exactly how many years we would have together - or possibly minutes,
which might be a more accurate measurement. However long it turned out to be, though, he definitely
would not be enjoying it.

A delicately jeweled belt with pouch and sheathed dagger was aso around hiswaist, and as soon asthat
was off he reached for the bottom of the tunic. Raising it showed me why held been so desperate earlier
to protect hisvirtue- despite the convincing suggestion of the pleated cloth, there wasn't an ounce of fat
on the body it covered. The tunic went up higher, showing more of the same - and then it was over his
face, the moment 1'd been waiting for. Without the least hesitation, | jumped for the sword lying
unguarded in the grass.

| had gone to one knee and actudly had my hand around the awful silver hilt, beginning to draw the blade
free, when two arms wrapped around me from behind. If I'd been standing | would have been able to
kick back, but down in aposition likethat | was virtualy helpless. Hisright hand went to my right wrist
and hisleft hand to the sword, and then it was gone out of my grasp as though apriest of Dagir had
waved hiswand.

"I can dso see we're going to have to have along tak about touching things that don't belong to us," he
sad, straightening away from me with both sword and swordbelt in hishand. "I told you before that this
weapon ismine, and I'm keeping it whether or not you think | can useit. You're lucky | hurried getting
that tunic off, to be sure those bandits didn't decide to attack again. If I'd had to do more to get my
sword back than smply taking it away from you, you wouldn't have enjoyed it.”

Lucky, | thought in disgust as| roseto my feet, rubbing a my right arm. | hadn't had one bit of decent
luck since I'd gotten my father's letter, and if he was stupid enough to think | was enjoying | mysdlf, he
was completely beyond hope. The only bit of luck involved was that he didn't seem to know why I'd
been trying for the sword. That would have been enough to give me another chanceat it - if | hadn't
suddenly become sick and tired of playing games.

"Long talksboreme,” wasdl | said as| went toward the tunic he'd dropped in the grass and retrieved it.
| didn't think it necessary to add that what | usudly did with an enemy had nothing to do with talk. The



tunic was more than well-worn and was sill damp with his swest, but | pulled it on anyway, then tugged
the deeves up. If my arms and hands were completely lost in the thing, my legsweren't, but it il fit well
enough to be an adequate, if rather hot, covering. Onceit was on and adjusted aswell asit ever would
be, | turned and started walking toward the road.

"Hey, where do you think you're going!" | heard from behind me, and the next moment abig hand had
closed around my arm, bringing meto ahdt. "Thisisn't thetime or the place for wandering off."

"Y ou won' often find me engaged in wandering,” | answered, pulling my arm out of hisgrip before
looking up into hisface. "I'm in ahurry to get home, so I'm heading back to the road. When | reach that
inn you can't quite remember the location of, | ought to be able to get some decent clothesand ahorse. |
hope you don't freeze without the tunic.”

Onceagain | sarted off, certain I'd madeit clear | had no interest in his company, but keeping me
company wasn't what he had in mind. The next instant his hand was on my arm again, and thistime |
found | couldn't pull away.

"That inn is much too far away to do either of usany good,” he said, acasua statement as he began
forcing me with him through the grass, pardld to the trees now on our left. "When wefirgt rodeinto this
meadow | saw afarmhouse off to the right, beyond those trees. Well try that first, and leavetheinnasa
last resort.”

"You candoit any way you please,” | said, trying to free my arm from ahand that circled it completely,
"I'll be taking the road, and when | want your opinions|'ll ask for them. Now, et go of me!"

"I'll let go of you as soon as you promise to behave yoursdlf," he said, paying more attention to the
woods than to what he dragged along with him. If you fed the need to sulk over not getting your way
with the sword, you won't be doing it on the road. There's no way of knowing who you'll meet on that
road, and being disarmed and on foot will either end you up back with those people you walked away
from, or taken by some enterprising band to be sold eventualy asadave. And even if you managed to
avoid dl that, | till have what gold thereis. How did you expect to get clothesand ahorseat aninn
without gold?'

"That'smy business” | sngpped, mad enough to redly begin struggling: The nerve of him, an enemy,
trying to tell mewhat to do! | was being pulled aong by the left arm, which meant his sword was dung on
thefar sde of him, but that aso meant my right arm wasfree. Theday | |et an enemy give me orders
would betheday | put on skirts and stayed in them, and | happened to hate skirts. Instead of continuing
to pull back | ran afew steps forward, then pivoted to throw my fist into him where it would do the most
damaege.

If that blow had landed right it would have been dl over for him for quite sometime, but hisreflexeswere
better than just about any I'd ever seen. Hisleg came up even as he twisted to the left, and my fist
dammed into arock-hard thigh instead of the portion of his anatomy I'd been aiming for. The next instant
| was being whirled the rest of the way around to complete the circle, and an enormous whack to the
backs de sent me sprawling face forward into the grass. | managed not to yelp at the stinging dap that

had landed mostly on bare flesh, but when | turned in the grassto glare at the outrageous beast, | found
he'd beaten meto that as well.

"Now | know why you're having so much trouble behaving yoursdlf," he said in agrowl, fistsson his hips
as he stared down at me. "It's obvious no one's taken the trouble to teach you how it's done, but that's all
over with. From now on the job ismine, and I'll seethat it'sdoneright. | said were going that way, and if
you don't like theideayou can tell me about it later - inwords. If you try jumping at me again, youll



regret it more than you do right now. Let'sgo.”

If he had stood there and simply ordered meto my feet, | would have stayed where | was until Evon's
razor-edged hell turned dull and crumbling. He seemed to know that, though, which was undoubtedly
why he came forward with the last of hiswordsto put afistin my hair. That took me to my feet without
giving me achoicein the matter, and then | was being pushed ahead of him, in the direction he wanted to
go. As| stumbled forward | cursed everything | could think of for making him so big, acircumstance
which put me at acomplete disadvantage. If 1'd been armed his size would have made very little
difference, as| had experience countering greater strength and longer reach; without weapons, however,
| had dmost no chance at al againgt him, and would have to wait. Just until | did have aweapon in my
hand, 1 promised mysdlf grimly, rubbing briefly a the sting in my bottom.

The walk was not ashort one, and once we | eft the heat and brightness of the meadow to move through
the cooler shade of the thinned-out trees, my feet began protesting the lack of boots. | wasn't used to
going barefoot like a carefree country child, and the fact that | didiked it was considerably lessimportant
than the fact that it hurt. Twigs and stones and sharp objects from the trees we moved under dowed my
pace to one careful step at atime, and that, unfortunately, brought me to the notice of my gallant
companion.

"Wait aminute," he said from where he walked behind me, putting ahand to my shoulder. "The
farmhouseiswdl in sght, and the trees are too far gpart in thisareafor usto need to worry about an
ambush. Let'smakethisalittle faster and easier.”

With that he leaned down and picked me up, acting asthough it took no more effort than lifting the empty
tunic would have! | clutched at his neck convulsvely, totaly unused to that sort of handling, but onceit
was clear he wasn't about to immediately drop me again, | loosened my hold and glared at the face that
was now so close.

"I don't need any favorsfromyou,” | grated, hating the gentle, easy way he held me. "'If you want meto
move faster I'll do it, and without any help from you. Y ou know damned well if you'd asked | would have
refused, so put me down right now!"

"That'swhy | didn't ask," he returned, ignoring everything el se ashe moved dong. "I don't want you
crippled, so until we can find you something for your feet, well do it thisway.”

End of conversation. | would have enjoyed asking what he had in mind that he needed me uncrippled for,
but he probably would have lied and it didn't matter in any event. He would not find me cooperating with
anything he intended, not when it was my family who would suffer if | did. He could carry meto Evon's
Realm and back, and even that would not change my mind.

It took awhileto get close enough to the farmhouse to redly seeit, and by then there was very little
doubt that it was empty. There were gill afew chickens scratching around in the yard, but one of the
barn doors stood open and the house was beginning to need whitewashing even though its own door was
solidly closed. The supposed Kylin of Arthil findly put me down, then loosened hissword inits

scabbard.

"You stay herewhile| look around insde," he said, briefly eyeing the barn. "If anyone shows up cal me
fast, but otherwise don't move from that spot. With the way your feet are you won't get very far, and you
wont likeit if | haveto come after you."

He said his piece, then drew his sword and moved toward the house, not even bothering to glancein my
direction. It apparently made no difference to him how furious he got me, or that | didn't need him to
point out how little distance | could cover on foot. He had done such agood job that | was hoping hard



we'd stumbled on the home camp of those bandits and that they would attack as soon as he opened the
door, but no such luck. He kicked the door open then jumped inside without anything happening, and the
following lack of the sound of sted on stedl told me nothing probably would. | waited a moment until my
hopes were completely dashed, then took mysdlf insde out of the sun.

As soon as my eyes had adjusted to the inner dimness, | was ableto tell that the former occupants of the
house had moved away rather than been chased off. The empty wooden floor of the room showed traces
of where atable and chairs had stood, and the hearth had been cleaned of the remnants of the last fire it
had held. I moved to the window in the right-hand wall, unlatched it, then threw it wide to alow in fresh
arr rather than the stale stuff the room was too full of. With that done | turned back to find | was being
regarded with something less than friendliness.

"I aways knew Sword Companies didn't do much of ajob teaching their Blades how to take orders,” my
sweet companion remarked from the doorway to the next room, resheathing his sword. "Y ou'reliving
proof of that."

"Fighters who couldn't quite make the grade usudly look at it likethat,” | remarked back, totaly
unimpressed with his annoyance. "To be aBlade you need to be able to think for yoursdlf, to know the
difference between timesit's necessary to follow orders, and timeswhen it isn't. | know the difference.”

"l can seethat,” he said, the dryness of his tone suggesting disagreement rather than concurrence. "When
| givethe orders, you don't find any need to obey them even if disobeying puts your life in danger. Were
going to have sometrouble over that, aren't we?"'

His question was closer to being astatement, showing he had dightly moreintelligencethan I'd given him
credit for, but the way he was looking a me didn't quite have the effect he was obvioudy hoping for. It
wasn't difficult seeing he was very used to having his orders obeyed, that hardnessin hislight eyes
undoubtedly helping to make it happen, but | was too used to the displeasure of dangerous men to teke
much natice of it any longer.

"I don't intend having trouble over anything," | answered with a shrug, then sat down on the floor and
leaned back against the log wall under the window. "As| said before, you're freeto do asyou like. Just
let me know when you discover we should have taken to the road after all. | want the chanceto say, "l
toldyouso." "

"| hate disgppointing you, but you won't be getting that chance," he came back, moving into the middle of
the room. "This house will give usaplaceto stay for the night, and those chickens outside will give us
something to eat. | found some leather in the next room, probably left behind because it was badly
tanned, but the bottoms of your feet won't know the difference. And on top of dl therest well have the
chanceto talk here, something | think we need more than food and shelter.”

Thelook in his eyes had turned odd, but he was gone from the room before | could decide just what the
oddness entailed. | couldn't imagine what he wanted to talk about, unless he intended being silly enough
to threaten me. That would be just like the cowardly vermin he and his associates were, but if they were
expecting to get anywhere with the tactic they werein for disgppointment.

He was back in just afew minutes with a double armload of the chopped wood I'd seen stacked at the
sde of the house, and part of the load went into the hearth to belit by the flame-starter in his belt pouch.
| certainly expected to be given chores of my own to do, and was surprised when | didn't have to bother
refusing. It occurred to methat in his place | wouldn't have been too eager to eat anything I'd had a
chance at, and he was most likely looking at it in the same way. He went outside again once thefire was
wdll started, and thistime stayed out there for quite awhile.



| didn't realize I'd fallen adeep until my eyes opened again, showing me that darkness had come. | was
stretched out on my |eft side on the floor, and the brightness of the fire in the hearth was enough to make
me look away. | sat up rubbing the back of my neck, wondering what could have caused me to drop off
likethat, asthough | were exhausted after hours and hours of fighting. | couldn't remember being more
than very faintly weary, soit didn't make any sense.

"In case you're wondering, you still have to have traces of the swamp mist inyou,l" | wastold, thewords
soft and easy. "Y ou'll know it's completely gone when you can st down for afew minutes without falling

adeep.”

| looked over to theleft of the hearth from where his voice had come, and saw him gitting down leaning
againg the wall, the very edge of the fireglow touching him. So that was the name of what had been used
to put me out, swamp mist, and wasn't it pure coincidence that he happened to know.

"Y ou have to be hungry after not eating dl day," he said, moving dowly where he sat o as not to jostle
whatever it was| could just seein hislap. "Cat, here, and | have aready had our meal, so what'sleft is
yours. Wait just aminuteand I'll get it."

"Don't bother," | said before he could coax the cat he'd mentioned out of hislap.
"If 1 want something to eet, I'll get it for mysf.”

| leaned back againg thewadll again, finding it not difficult a al putting off the thought of eeting. | wouldn't
have taken anything from him even if I'd been starving, but | wasn't even redlly hungry. | decided | was
feding alittle too vague to be hungry, and let it go at thet.

"All right, so our talk getsto comefirst,” he said with asigh, lifting the cat out of hislap beforerisng and
walking over to St again beside me to my right. "1 doubt if anyone can say we've been blending
beautifully sncethefirg time we met, and it doesn't make much senseto let it go on likethis. | think we
ought to try to befriends."

"And | think I'd rather pick my own friends" | answered, not bothering to look at him. "I'm abig girl
now, and I've even learned to tell the difference between people | like and those | don't. Guesswhich
caegory you fal into."

"How many triesdo | get?' he asked, sounding the least bit tired. "L ook, | know | was hard on you this
afternoon, but you have to understand that it's my responsbility to get you safely home. If 1'd let you
half-cripple me because your mood had soured, I'd hardly have been in aposition to do what | had to.
Areyou going to hold that against mefor the rest of our lives?'

"Possibly for therest of yours," | alowed, watching the flames jump in the hearth. "1 expect mineto bea
good dedl longer - garting from the minute | get my hands on awegpon.”

"I don't believe | could have been disgppointed at the thought of having a shy and gentle woman for a
wife" he muttered, stirring wherehe sat. "'l can tell you right now that your attitude isgoing to dim the
golden glow of our marriage even beforeit's properly begun. How can | make you happy, if dl you're
interested in is coming after me with asword in your hand and blood in your eye?"

"Y ou can manageit by standing Hill," | answered with satisfaction, feding the pleasure of it inmy
imagination. "And you can aso stop worrying about something that will never happen. | wouldn't marry
you even if you decided to cut me down right now."

"Something like that would take the attraction out of our wedding night,” he said, histone having gone dry



again. "It might make for amore pleasant timein later years, but at the moment the idea doesn't have
much gpped . And that would be agood argument for my having lost interest in our betrothal. Why would
you think I'd want to end our betrothal ?*

| felt enough annoyance at that to turn my head to look at him, and found a very bland expression looking
back at me out of the dimness. It was clear he had areason for wanting me dlive, but | didn't yet know
what it was.

"What you want doesn't particularly matter,” | said, didiking the way those eyes gazed directly & me.
"What | want ismoreto the point, and | think I've made mysdlf clear about that. If you ever find anyone
crazy enough to marry you, you can be certain it won't be me."

"Y ou seem to have alot of trouble remembering that you're promised to me," he observed, reaching out
abig hand to brush astrand of hair from my shoulder. "Y our father personally registered the match at
Court, which means he's responsible for producing my bride. If you refuse to go through with it, he'sthe
onewho will have to face the consequences.”

"| can face my own consequences” | snapped, immediately even angrier as| tried to knock his hand
away and missed when he moved it fast out of my reach. "If | go to the King and tell him I'm the one who
refuses the match, hell haveto leave my father done.”

"The Law won't dlow King Klieant to leave your father done," he retorted, leaning away from the wall.
"The Laws were established in the first place to keep peace among the nobility, since the breaking of a
Ducd betrotha contract has been known to lead to war between the duchies. Even if my father doesn't
press the matter, your father will spend years paying off the finesinvolved, and that could very well bethe
least of it. Most women aren't like you, Sofaltis, so there's no provision made for refusa on the part of
the bride. If the wedding doesn't take place, no one but your father will be blamed.”

"But that'snot fair!" | shouted, throwing myself to my feet to srideto thefire. "It'smy lifeand my
decison, and

I'll make the King seethat evenif | haveto cut down every half-baked Fighter who triesto keep me from
Kim!"

| stood in front of the hearth with my arms wrapped around me, not againgt an outer chill but an inner
one. | couldn't be so completely trapped, | just couldn't be, it Smply wasn't fair! The man was an enemy,
for Evon'ssake! The Law couldn't still demand that | marry him!

"It might have been your decision if you'd been born apeasant,” his voice came from behind me,
unbelievably sounding sympathetic and compassonate. "As someone who was nobly born, you have no
more choice than therest of us. | agreethat it isn't fair, but it's dready done and nothing can change that.
And it could have been considerably worse. Y ou might have been bound to someone who had no
interest inyou asanindividud at al. | may not look like the best of al possible mates right now, but | can
certainly assure you my interest isn't in any way lacking."

Hishands cameto my arms at that, stroking gently over the tunic deeves, just asthough he weretelling
thetruth. 1t would have helped if heredlly was afriend rather than an enemy, but other than that it made
no differenceat all. If | didn't cooperate, my father would be dishonored and ruined, something he'd
made very clear.

"If you'retrying to make me believe I'm the only thing you're interested in, you're wasting your time," |
sad, acting asthough | didn't notice his hands on me. "If not for what comes aong with me, your interest
would undoubtedly be asintense as most men'stoward afemae Blade. And if you want to discuss



convenient memory lapses, let'stak about yoursin relation to me. How much good will being my father's
heir do you if you have to put up with the sort of married life I'm prepared to supply? And not only
prepared, but eager and willing?'

"What sort would that be?" he asked, his voice now wary and his hands stilled. "I'm prepared to concede
you quite alot of freedom, but there are certain things. ..."

"Concede me?' | said with ashort laugh, stepping away from his hands and then turning to face him. " See
what | mean about your memory lapses? Why would | need any freedom conceded to me, when |
dready haveit dl?1 can make you the biggest laughingstock in the entire Kingdom, and have fun every
minute I'm doing it. Y ou won't have to worry about turning your back on me, because | won't wait for
your back to beturned. Every bit of it will be right out in the open, where you - and everyone else - can
Seit.”

"Now let'stekeit easy and discussthiscamly,” he said tn response to my growing enthusiasm, trying not
to sound asworried as he undoubtedly was. "Y ou're talking about doing "everything" out in the open, but
you know and | know there are quite alot of things you couldn't do without disgracing your family aswell
asme. Sinceyou'd never disgrace your family, therearent..."

"Isthat 07" | interrupted again, folding my arms and smiling happily as 1 looked up a him. "Y ou think I'd
worry about disgracing afamily that was going to have you at itshead?1 think thefirst thing I'll doisride
around to visit the Counts and Barons - and challenge their chief Fighters after insulting them personaly.
And of course I'll have very public arrangements made with every night house in Genseg, to be surethe
ones| choose as my favoriteswill be available when | want them. Drinking contests at the taverns, riding
out with the City Guard when there's nothing more interesting to do, maybe even starting my own Sword

Company..."

"Y ou can't possibly bdieve I'd stand till for al that,” he findly got out with alaugh of incredulity, asmall
change from the blank disbdief hed been showing. "Any man who did stand for it would be anidiot, and
| may bealot of things but that's not one of them.”

"How would you stop me?" | asked, still smiling pleasantly. "Blade to blade in formal chalenge?'d bea
widow so fagt it would make your head spin - right off your shouldersinto the dirt. What's the matter?
Aren't you dill hot and eager to make me your wife?'

To say hisexpression had gone peculiar would be to understate abysmally, and | wondered why | hadn't
thought of that before. Show him the Blade as well as the woman, Traixe had said, and I'd forgotten all
about it. If he wasthe only one who could cal the whole thing off, it was obvioudy my job to seethat he
did - no matter what those behind him wanted him to do instead.

"Sofdtis, | redly don't know what to say,” he managed after amoment, the peculiar expression il with
him. "

don't know why you're so dead set againgt being my wife, but it must have something to do with the way
al thisstarted. Don't you see you're blaming me for something that wasn't my fault? If it had been up to
me | would have told you everything, but the choice wasn't mine. Others had the final word, and you're
holding it againgt me. Y ou mentioned fairness before; isthat what you call fair?'

Those light eyes were directly on me, open and frank and oddly vulnerable. If | hadn't known better |
would have dmost believed him, would have dmost been ashamed of mysdlf for not giving him any
chanceat dl. The only thing that ruined it for him wasthat | knew who those "others' were, and | have
very little sympathy for people who are enemiesto me and mine.



"That'sfunny, but | can't quite seethem,” | said, looking him up and down in the firelight and even trying
to peer behind him. "I wonder where they can be."

"They?" he repeated, back to looking blank as he glanced down a himself. "What are you taking about?
What isit you'relooking for?'

"I'm looking for the chains and the marks of the torture they used to force you into going along with
them," | answered, standing till again as soon as he went for it. "Since | can't seemto find any, | haveto
conclude that they're very persuasive - or you're awfully easy to talk into things. For your sake, | hope
you'rejust aseasy to talk out of them - and that iswhat | cdl fair, asin warning.”

"Y ou know, I'm discovering therés alimit to any man's patience,” he said, his skin having darkened
enough to notice even in thefirdight. "Y ou're not hearing anything | say, and not because you can't but
because you wont'. I'vetried to be understanding and reasonable, but your stubbornness goeswell
beyond reason. Maybe | ought to smply say you'll do asyouretold, and leaveit at that."

"Y ou can leave it anywhere you please” | said with asnort, still not terribly impressed. "For mysdlf, I'll be
taking it - asfar as| like. Y ou can ether kill me now, back out of the marriage as soon aswe return, or
go through with it and live alife you can't even begin to imagine. The Law saysthe choiceisyoursand I'd
never break the Law, so have fun making your choice.”

"Who do you think you are, Evon'stwin sster?' he asked with exasperation, folding his arms as he stared
down at me. "Y ou makeit sound asif you think you're the best Blade ever to have lived, and for some
reason | tend to doubt that."

"I'm good enough to take you," | came back, meeting his gaze with an evil grin. "And if you were that
unsure about it, you wouldn't have been so careful to "doubt” me while | was unarmed. How - discreet -
of you."

"Why, you little twerp!" he growled, straightening as he unfolded hisarms. "Y ou'll never seetheday |
back down from arunt who's half mouth and all ego! Even if you had Evon to stand behind, | could-"

He broke it off abruptly, just short of the chalenge I'd redlly been trying hard for, and put ahand to his
face. He muttered something into that hand, then took it away as he shook his head.

"You dmost made medoit," hesad, thistime staring at me accusingly. "All | wanted to do was sttle
things peaceably, and you dmost pushed meinto afight. What am | going to do with you?"

"Absolutely nothing,” | answered, staying with the ob-noxiousness that seemed to bother him so much.
"Especidly oncelI'm armed again. By then | don't doubt you'll be even more interested in peace. Where
did you say that chicken was?"

Things had begun working out so well that my appetite had suddenly returned. The man in front of me
was just short of being furious, and by thetime | finished with him held be so ready to chalenge me that
nothing would stop him. I'd be sure that happened in front of enough witnessesto prove | wasn't to
blame, and that would be the end of my problems.

"The chicken's over there, in the corner of the hearth,” he said in acontinuing growl, pointing behind me
and to my right. "Y ou'll forgive me, | think, if | don't wish you a hearty appetite.”

With that he turned and stomped off, and that wasit for the rest of the night.

Chapter Nine



By thetime it waslight enough out to see things easly, Kylin had sufficient chicken cooked and wrapped
to last them for ashort while, and had made acrude pair of sandalsfor the girl. He had just enough
leather |eft over for asecond pair, which would hopefully, dong with thefirst pair, get them back to her
father's castle. If he had to carry her again hewould, but if he had the choice it would beto leave her on
her own two feet.

"To keep from getting knocked off my own feet,” he muttered to the cat that rubbed at his ankles, then he
crouched to scratch at alight gray head. The cat was gray, the new day was starting off gray, and what
deep held managed to get the night before had been filled with eyes of gray. He stared out the open door
without redlly seeing the yard, patiently waiting for the swamp mist to let the girl wake up, not so patiently
trying to understand why things refused to work out right between them. She had spent the night deeping
not five feet away from him, and al held been able to do was dream about her.

His sigh was eadlly the tenth that morning, and if held been aware of it he would have felt disturbed. Hed
never had so much trouble with awoman before, and if she kept on pushing a him the way she'd been
doing, he'd end up jumping into something they'd both regret. All he wanted to do was hold her in his
arms and let her know she'd never be sorry she had to marry him, but al she wanted wasto start afight.
He was more than haf tempted to let her do just that, and then finish it in away she would not soon
forget. Shewasall but begging for it, and if he had any brains at at held-

No. That was one thing he refused to do. She was the woman who would become hiswife, and if it
made her happy to believe she could best him with swords, |et her keep on bdieving it. She was so
damned unhappy about everything €l se he could amost fed her pain, and if he hadn't dready given his
word to go through with becoming Duke Rilfe's heir, he would probably get her home and then go back
to being aKing's Fighter. She could be so bright and dive, shining with Evon's glow - until he mentioned
anything at al about the marriage. If just once she would smile a him when she waan't threatening him
with something -

"Don't you have anything better to do with your time than play with acat?" her voice came suddenly from
behind him, gill sounding half adeep. "Like waking me up to let me know the new day has started?”

"We have alot of waking ahead of ustoday,”" he answered without turning, still stroking the cat. "Well
cover more distance If you start out well rested rather than tired. We can leave as soon as you get your
new sandalson.”

"Then | guesswe can leave," she said, not quite swalowing ayawn. "l found them where you left them,
and | supposethey'll haveto do. As adequate footgesr, I'll grant they're better than nothing.”

But not much beyond that, he finished for her in hismind as he straightened and turned. She stood just a
few steps beyond the cabin's bedchamber, trying to stretch the deep out of her body, the movement
making the tunic ride up even higher on her thighs. It occurred to him to wonder if shewere deliberately
provoking him, and the hdll of it was she very well could be. She didn't seem to understand that if he
wanted to, he could carry her back into the bedchamber to the abandoned grass-filled pad she'd dept
on, and then take complete satisfaction from her. To her that would be attack calling for immediate and
honorable chalenge, an excdlent reason for Sarting another, more deadly fight. To everyone elseit
would be no more than his due under betrothal rights and her duty to provide, but he had no doubt she
would not be looking at it like that.

"I'll get our provisons,” he said, leaving the doorway to walk to the hearth. He'd wrapped the chickenin
an improvised bag made from some sacking he'd found in the barn, the endstied in ading that went over
his left shoulder. He'd doused the fire he'd built once he was through with it and had closed the window

they'd opened the day before, and that left nothing to do but shut the door behind them. The girl stepped



outsde ahead of him, and then thelast of it was done.

"At least these "sandds will make walking back through the woods easier,” the girl grudged, raising one
foot to give critica ingpection to what shewore. "Aslong asit's only things on the ground that need to be
worried about.”

Kylin knew the girl meant the whole top of her foot was uncovered except for the binding thongs, but he
hadn't been able to do any better than that. There had only been enough leather to make doubled pads
for the bottoms of her feet, the thongs did through dits cut in the bottom layer. The sandaswould last
until the ditstore themselves completely open, and after that it just might be possibleto cut new dits
without having to use thelast of the leather now tucked into the back of his belt.

"I didthebest | could,”" he said, glancing around at the grayish day to fed lesslike an absolute fallure.
"Next time arrange to be found by a cobbler.”

"Look, | didn't mean to make you fed -" she began, a blurting that had gotten away from her. She cut it
off beforeit grew into ared, live gpology, and wasimmediately back to the attitude that reminded him so
much of the fighter who had challenged him at the inn where held met hisfather. "There are some people
who are dways doing the best they can. Unfortunately for those around them, that's never quite good
enough. I'm assuming | get to lead out again.”

She started off in the direction they'd come from, and for an instant he was too startled to stop her. HeEd
had the suspicion that she was giving him a hard time on purpose rather than because she had the nature

of amountain witch, and her near dip had confirmed it. She seemed to fed she had to oppose him, and if
he could just find out why, he might be able to do something about it.

"You're hdf right," he said in answer, catching up in two strides to take her by the shoulders and turn her.
"You do get to go firt, but that's the way you'll be going. See that track out there? It goesin the same
direction as the road, but won't be as hard on your sandals - or as easy to watch by the people who
misplaced something.”

"Or aslikely to come anywhere near that inn | wanted,” she said, looking up at him stubbornly. "My
sanddsand | arewilling to take our chances on the road.”

"My bootsand | aren't," he came back, not far from grinning. " Since we three are bigger than you three,
well take the track.”

The look she gave him would have put abasilisk to shame, and when she spat on the ground just in front
of hisfeet he was surprised the ground didn't immediately dissolve. The gesture was one held seen before
any number of times, and usudlly called for avery specific response to the insult. Rather than following
protocol and drawing on her, though, he chose agesture of his own that was, in that instance, agood

dedl more satisfying. Turning her again in the proper direction, he sent her off with asmack to the
backside not much more gentle than the one held given her the day before. Heredlly did want to get
aong with her, but |etting her insult him like that wasn't the way he could accept getting it done.

The girl snarled and grumbled, muttering things under her breath, but the track was what she followed.
Kylin had been disgusted with himsdlf for |etting the horse get taken, but the extratime waking would
give himwith Sofdtisjust might turn out to be the best of it. Shewaan't likely to tell him what was
bothering her if he came right out and asked, so he was going to haveto try coaxing it out of her in bits
and pieces. So far he knew she was completely against marrying him, but would do it for her father's
sake just the way he'd been assured she would. What he needed to know was why she was so solidly
againgt him, and what he could do to change her mind.



Thetrack ran mostly in the open, around trees rather than through stands of them, and seemed to have
been made by awagon or wagons taking the same route a number of times. Kylin stayed dert for any
sgn of the bandits they'd had trouble with the day before, but the hours passed and there was no sign of
them. There was aso no sign of the sun, which couldn't seem to break through the thickening gray piled
low inthe skies. It wasn't quite as hot as it had been, but the air was heavy with athresat of rain.

They stopped at what felt like noon to eat the chicken he was carrying, but there hadn't been any way to
bring water. They would either have to find abrook, or take advantage of the rain when it finaly came
down, but that till 1eft them with arather dry medl. The girl sat in the grasslooking at everything but him,
her long legs bent to the left, the food held given her accepted silently and reluctantly. Shewas making it
plain she had nothing to say to him, and that that turn of eventswas entirely hisfault. For hisown part
Kylin had never redized before how good women were at doing things like that, and discovered he was
enjoying himself despite the heavy quiet.

After the med they continued on, and the clear space around the track began to grow narrower. The
woods to either side were a so beginning to be more tangled, as though no one had ever forced away
deeper through them. Kylin found himself watching even more carefully for what might come out of those
woods, and when awide gap appeared to the left he discovered he wasn't the only one dert and
watching. The breeze had grown strong enough to let him know what lay through the gap, and just ashe
sad, "Water," and pointed, the girl half turned to do exactly the same.

For an ingtant they were smiling at each other sheepishly, amused that they'd said the same thing at the
sametime, but then that old curtain came down over the girl, separating her from Kylin more completely
than a stone wall would have done. She turned without another word and started for the gap, and he had
no choice but to follow the same way, wishing it was no more than a stone wal between them. The way
he fdt right then, he could have torn it down with his bare hands.

The gap in the woods was less obvious from the ingde, but the faint trail was clear enough to follow and
led to aswiftly running spring. Whoever had made the wagon track had probably made the gap aswell,
to mark out the place where water might be found. The girl glanced around before going to her knees
near the water, and once she had drunk her fill Kylin kndlt in the dimnessto do the same. He wasjust
risng from the clear, cold water when a sound came from the brush to hisright. It was no more than a
brief, frantic rustle that stopped dmost as quickly asit had sarted, but Kylin's sword whispered from its
scabbard even asthe girl froze.

"Move dowly back behind me," Kylin said softly without taking his eyes from the place the sound had
come, a the sametime going toward it. He didn't know Sofatis hadn't obeyed him until he moved a
section of the brush aside with his blade, and heard the sound of softly indrawn bresth.

"Itsafawn,” she said in what was nearly awhisper, no more than afoot awvay on hisright. "ltshind leg is
caught, and it can't get loose."

Which, of course, was something he'd aready been able to see for himself. The fawn had probably been
drinking at the spring with its mother, and when he and the girl had startled them with their approach, the
little thing, in its haste to get away, had gotten tangled.

"Don't touch it, or its mother might not take it back,” Kylin said, and not until the words were out did he
redizethat Sofdtishad again said the samething at the sametime as he. Thistime they laughed straight
out, softly so as not to Sartle the fawn, but heartily enough to cheer Kyiin considerably. Things seemed
to be looking up, and since he had the small, trapped animal to thank for that, it was only fair that he
return the favor.



Moving carefully closer and crouching, the big Fighter could seethat it was arope of thoms keeping the
fawn whereit trembled in fear. He reached forward dowly with his sword, holding the point well down
againg the possibility of sudden, frantic struggle, and severed the vineto theright of the small legwitha
quick stroke. Logicdly that should have freed the leg and the fawn with it, but logic had chosen that time
to spread its hands in my<tified loss.

"Why isn't the stupid thing letting go?" Sofdltis asked in amurmur of annoyance, leaning nearer over his
right shoulder. "'l can't see-oh, now | can. It'swrapped around itself right above the hoof, hanging on with
teeth. If you cut the other Sde that loop will still be on the fawn, but at least the little beast will be free."

Kylin knew it was possible to handleit that way, freeing the fawn while leaving the loop of thorns around
itsleg, but he didn't care for the solution. If the fawn couldn't work the loop off beforeitsleg began
growing, the thoms would bury themselves deeper and deeper, causing constant pain, probable crippling,
and eventudly adeath not quick enough to be kind. No, he couldn't very well do it that way, so that left
only one other option.

Instead of answering the girl, Kylin rested his sword on the ground and leaned forward dowly and
carefully with hisleft hand. The thorns on the vine were very much like the teeth Sofdtis had named them,
and their short but very sharp points hel ped to keep the tangled vine wrapped tight. Kylin edged two
fingersinside the loop where the thorns seemed smaller and tried to coax the cut end loose, but athough
some of the thorns disengaged and the vine did alittle, it till refused to come free. He tugged again,
trying to move nothing but hisfingers - and inadvertently tightened the loop around the dender leg it held

captive.

The fawn had, until then, been standing rigidly with the uncontrolled quiver of terror dl throughiit, but the
sensation of pain was just too much for it. It exploded into the struggle of desperation, pulling with dl its
small amount of strength, and an ingtant later was free and racing off deeper into the woods. Kylin had
tried jerking back at the first indication of movement and had managed to do so, and was therefore
surprised at the abrupt painin hisleft hand.

"Now that'smorelikeit," Sofdtisannounced in normd tones, satisfaction in her voice as she began to
turn to him after watching the fawn out of Sght. ""Free again and able to run with the wind, not caught ina
trap like - For Evon's sake, what happened to your hand?!

"The thorns must have caught me when the vine whipped back,” Kylin said as he resheethed his sword
after sraightening, hisbloody left hand held out in front of him. "It's not too bad, and it isn't my sword
hand, after dl..."

"Solet'signoreit until you bleed to desth,” the girl finished for himin disgust, looking up from his hand
into hiseyes. "For your information your lifeismineto take, and | won't be cheated out of it by some
thorns. Get back to the spring so | can take care of it."

The order carried akind of refusd to beignored that surprised Kylin, but the satisfaction he felt
outweighed the surprise by quite abit. For thefirst time the girl seemed to be seeing him as an actud
human being, and the loss of blood wasasmal priceto pay for so large a step. Rather than grinning the
way he wanted to, he gave asmal, indifferent shrug and turned back to the brook.

Thefirst touch of the very cold water on the thorn gouges was something Kylin was braced for, but he
was gill glad when the hand findly went numb. The skin of his palm had been shredded open rather than
amply pierced, and if it had been his sword hand he would have had something of a problem. Sofdtis
waited until the blood flow was nearly stopped, then began ripping and tearing at the tunic shewore. She
had obvioudy noticed the extra drapes and folds of the garment, and was intent on removing the top



layer of cloth. When she had two wide strips and one narrow one, she gestured to his hand.

"Bring it out of there now and let the water drip off," she directed, folding one of the wide stripsinto a
squarish pad, the inner surface of the cloth now out. "It would help to have something cleaner, but this
will haveto do."

When the pad was dl folded she used the bottom of it to lightly pat the hand dry, then turned it over and
placed it against the wound. The second wide strip followed the first and was coiled around the pad and
hand, and then the narrow strip was used to tieit al on. Kylin felt as though he had amaor wound rather
than afew smple scratches under dl that bandaging, but he wasn't about to complain.

"It'sagood thing for me I'm traveling with someone who knows what she's doing,” he remarked,
supposedly adjusting the bandage but in redlity watching the girl. "Most women seem to be raised to pass
out at the sght of blood. Thank you.”

Helooked directly at her then, catching the very end of the expression that had been on her face.
Without thinking she had begun showing pleased satisfaction over what held said, her features becoming
younger and more open than held yet seen them, and then she seemed to remember who she was smiling
a.

"Y ou can keep your thanks for when | have aweapon in my hand again,” she said, and if her tone wasn't
hodtile, it was, at the very leadt, cool. "That's the time you'll need to remind me you actualy have a better
sdeto your nature. Right now we gtill have atrail to follow."

Her turning away marked an end to the conversation, and Kylin followed feding more confused than
ever. Why in Evon's name would she appear surprised that he had a better sde? Sheld even seemed
reluctant to admit to seeing something like that, and he couldn't understand why shewould fed that way.
Didn't everyone have better sides? Shouldn't awoman who was going to have to marry aman be
pleased to discover he wasn't athorough rogue? The girl was definitely unhappy rather than pleased, and
Kylinwas completely at aloss.

Thetrail continued on itsway through the tangle, and athough there were occasiond soundsin the brush,
nothing came charging out looking for amed. Kylin kept agood portion of his attention dert against the
possihbility, but the rest of it was very much centered on the girl who walked in front of him. She, inturn,
seemed to be preoccupied rather than smply silent, bothered by something and enmeshed in thinking
about it. The big Fighter would have enjoyed knowing what was absorbing her attention, but was redlistic
enough to redlize there wasn't much chance of that.

With both of them so wrapped up in other concerns, the beginning of the rainstorm caught the two amost
completely by surprise. Neither had noticed how the gray skies had lowered and darkened, and the first
raindrops were dmost light enough to be ignored. The following drops, however, were not the same, and
the prospect of arefreshing shower abruptly became the promise of a drenching downpour. Kylin and
Sofaltis stopped to look quickly about themsalves, and then the Fighter touched the girl'sarm.

"Therésasmal opening in the brush ashort way back,” Kylin said over the strengthening rain, gesturing
behind him. "Wevegot to try to find it."

"Why the rush?" the girl asked, suddenly deciding to pretend the drops weren't bothering her in the least.
"If thisisthefirgt time you've been caught out in therain, you have a surprise coming. Only leather does
badly init, and we aren't wearing leather.”

"Y ou mean you don't know?" Kylin responded immediately, trying to widen hiseyes at her despite the
ran."If we stay out in thistoo long welll shrink. I've seen it happen to friends of mine. One minute they



were my sze, and the next-"

Hisright pam indicated a distance wai st-high from the ground, and when he shook his head with atragic
sghalaugh forced itsway out of the girl. Kylin could see she hadn't wanted to laugh, but when hisgrin
joined in shelaughed again, astickled over the nonsense as he'd hoped she'd be. They laughed together
for amoment, and then the girl noticed that the strength of the rain wasincreasing.

"Maybe we'd better find that opening of yours after al," she said, raising her voice to be heard over the
rain noise as she swept sodden hair back out of her face with ahand. "If any rainisgoing to end up
shrinking someone, thisonelookslikeit'sit.”

"And I'd redly hate being that smal," Kylin agreed with another grin, taking the girl'sarm. "It'sthisway."

They hurried through the growing downpour, trying to find what hed only half-seen, and dmost went
past it because of their obstructed vision. At the last instant Kylin turned his head to look back, saw the
narrow opening, guided the girl to it by the arm he held, then urged her infirst. She had to go down on all
foursto crawl through, but once Kylin had done the same he found the resulting tunnd through the heavy
brush just alittle wider than held expected. The two couldn't comfortably crawl sde by side, but they
would have been ableto if the need had arisen.

Inside the bush tunnel the light dimmed considerably, especidly since it went back into the woods before
angling left and then stopping. Kylin had been half-anticipating meeting whatever had made that
bush-den, and when they reached the end of it to find it empty, he dlowed himsdf aslent sigh. Arguing
over ashdter withitsrightful inhabitant in such narrow confines could have proven tricky, especidly with
the girl crawling ahead of him. Thank Evon it had turned out to be unnecessary.

"Y ou know, thisisn't bad at dl,” the girl observed, beginning to make hersalf comfortable where the
tunndl ended. "Dry shdlter protected by al that undergrowth, abandoned but clean - dl weremissingisa
front yard with awell."

"If you accept your wells upside down, going back out from under the treeswill supply the need,” Kylin
said, moving up closer to where she rested on her right side. "If it doesn't stop raining by dark, well
gpend the night here.”

"If it doesn't stop raining by dark, we'll be spending a cold and soggy night here," she observed, lowering
her head to examine the sodden tunic plastered to her. "Leather may not do well intherain, but it letsyou
have more than five minutes out in it before it garts giving you trouble.

"But leather dso ressts being wrung dry,” Kylin pointed out, coming even with wherethe girl lay. "Take
the tunic off and squeeze the water out of it, and maybe by dark it will have dried.”

"Andif it hasn't, | can spend the night freezing,” the girl said sourly, using her |eft hand to try squeezing the
very bottom of thetunic. "Evenin the north, | never redly had to worry about freezing."

"You still don't have to worry about it," Kylin murmured, putting hisarm about the girl as heleaned
closer. "I'll make sure you don't freeze.”

Her head snapped up and she parted her lipsto say something, but Kylin's kiss ended whatever it would
have been even before it started. He hadn't meant to do that, hadn't intended pushing the newborn
warmth Sofaltis was beginning to show, but he couldn't help himsalf. The wet tunic was outlining every
curve and rise of her, and his mind kept shouting that that woman was his. Hed wanted her from the very
first moment he'd seen her, and having had her once had only fed his desire, not sated it. Her lips were so
soft and warm under his, the memory of rain till on them, and athough sheldd begun by struggling in his



arms her lipsweren't struggling. They were returning what they were being given, and the redlization of
that sent the heat racing al through his blood.

"Tisah," he murmured to thelids closed over her eyes, hishand in her hair as hislips continued to touch
her. "My great-aunt's name was Sofdltis, and my great-uncle caled her Tisah. | think I've decided to do
the same”

"No - please - don't," she whispered with eyes still closed, trying to find the struggling sheld earlier logt.
Shewasn't referring to the name heldd chosen for her, and they both knew it.

"I won't hurt you," he crooned as though she were as young, innocent and afraid as she sounded, hisright
hand diding down and under that very wet tunic. "I'd never hurt you, and | mean to prove it every day for
therest of our lives. Y ouwon't regret any of this, Tisah, that | promise.”

She moaned and tossed her head as though she werein pain, but there were no more words from her.
Her flesh was damp but so very soft, and Kylin nearly moaned himsdlf at thefed of it. Shewashis, hidl -
and in just another few moments he would proveit to her. Right then he was savoring what his pam and
lips touched, the movement of her against him, thefed of having hisarmsaround her. It seemed as
though he'd waited forever to experience that, and he wasn't going to ruiniit al by rushing. He wanted to
rush, by Evon's Siver Blade he wanted to rush, but instead he took her lips again fiercely, hishand this
time going to that warmth between her thighs. Her gasp a so brought her hands to his back, and then
Kylinknew hewastruly Home.

Chapter Ten

The sound of birdswoke me, and athough | was very comfortable | couldn't at first remember wherel
was. It was dim there, the air had an after-rain freshness, ahard, warm body pressed lightly against my
back, while abig arm circled my waist-

If there had been more headroom | would have sat bolt upright, thanks to the sudden return of memory.
Without it dl | did was stiffen, slently curang mysdf for the biggest damned fool dive. The day beforel'd
not only let him touch me I'd cooperated, for Evon's sake, just as though he weren't an enemy to my
family! I'd actualy wanted him to touch me, and when he had I'd enjoyed it!

| closed my eyesagain and just lay Htill, remembering with agood dedl of bitterness how I'd assured my
father that | wasn't the sort to fal prey to the firgt attractive man likely to come aong. | was strong, and
independent, and a Blade, and something like that would never happen to me. | couldn't quite understand
why it had happened, unlessit had been caused by the memory of thefirst time held made love to me.
The big fool was unexpectedly good, and | wasn't used to denying myself the good ones, and hed gone
out of hisway to make me laugh, and he hadn't even cursed the fawn when held gotten hurt freeing it -

But none of that changed the fact that he was my enemy.

| stirred alittle under the arm around my waist, feding annoyance begin to push itsway in besidethe
upset. Now that | wasthinking about it, | could suddenly see another possible reason for theway 1'd
behaved: his congtant referencesto our "upcoming marriage.” No matter what 1'd said, he'd continued
ingsting that we were going to be married, and the attitude must have affected my judgment. | didn't want
to marry him - or anybody - but the corner I'd been pushed into was telling me 1'd have no choice - that
he would be my husband - with ahusband's rights - so I'd better get used to it -

"Son of agarbage eater!” | muttered under my breath, really getting angry. Wasn't that typica of a
cowardly, enemy, coming at you from behind! He was using everything he could to defeat me, even my
own mind, but it wasn't going to happen. It wastime| started fighting back, and in the sameway | was



being attacked. If he wanted to play the game of hints and assuming and taking-for-granted, therewas a
dandy verson of it | could use...

"Wdl, good morning,” | heard from behind mein amurmur, and the arm around my waist was suddenly
more than smply there. "I'd say it was alovely morning, the beginning of aredly pretty day. What say we
giveit aproper gregting?"

Hislips cameto my right shoulder with that, showing he wastelling more than asking, dready well into
the prerogatives of a husband. If he hadn't been an enemy | would have been more than interested, but
hewas o | couldn't afford to let mysdlf be drawn in. | had no experience in dealing with husbands, but
associating with men on an dmost congtant basis gives awoman very useful insghts.

"Well, if you redly want to," | grudged without turning to him, heavy reluctance and disinterest in my sigh
of resignation. His hand, which had begun stroking my middle just below my breasts paused, and there
was amoment of slence.

"After dl that activity yesterday afternoon and last night, | expected more enthusasm,” he said then, his
tone tinged with confusion and showing less assurance. "Are you trying to say you don't want me to make
lovetoyou?'

"I'm not silly enough to believe | can stop you,” | said with another sigh, unhappy but resigned. "What
difference does what | want make?"

"It makesalot of difference,” he returned, stung enough to use the arm that had been around me to shift
me to my back. ™Y ou sound as though you expect to be raped and that bothers me, especialy since what
| best remember from yesterday is eager response.”

"Well, of course | responded,” | said with asmall laugh, looking up into his sober face. "Once awoman
has a certain amount of experience, shell respond whether she wantsto or not. The reaction becomes
automatic, and she has very little control over it even if sheturns out to be disappointed later."”

"Disgppointed?’ he repeated, expressionlessly picking up on theword I'd wanted him to. Y ou didn't
enjoy what we had together?"

"Oh, it wasn't that | didn't enjoy it," | hastened to assure him, putting one hand to hiswide, bare chest in
an effort to take the sting out of the bitter truth | was being forced to speak. "Y ou have to remember how
many men I'vetried over the years, and some of them were so - redlly good - that it's hard for other men
to - come up to the standards they set - Oh, dear, | don't think I'm saying thisright..."

"No, it'sdl right," he muttered, no longer quite looking a me. "Y ou can't be blamed for not-"

Hiswords died out as histhoughts turned inward, the idea of having fallen short of the mark affecting his
assurance theway 1'd hoped it would. Women have one grest benefit over men in that they don't need
belief and sdlf-assurancein order to perform; men, however, can't do without it. Laughter and ridicule
won't stop a confident man any longer than it takesto get you out of your leathers, but understanding pity
and commiseration can be devastating. Big, strong Kylin had gotten ataste of that, and suddenly his
interest in proper new-day greetings wasn't as strong as it had been.

Very thoughtfully | refrained from interrupting his brooding, and when he came out of it after aminute or
two the original subject waswell behind us. It suddenly became a good idea to get back on theroad as
quickly as possible, and - dthough | was quietly sympathetic | didn't argue. Kylin of Arthil refused to let
himsalf be pushed around as easily as other men, but when it came to being manipulated he seemed to
have no resstance at dl.



We got oursalves out from under the bushes before trying to - get back into clothing and such, which was
then accomied with Kylin's attention some place other than on me. Thetunic I'd had from him had dried
during the night, which meant | had no more to do than dip it on, then tie my improvised sandals.
Surprisingly enough, even with trousers, and boots, and dagger and pouch belt, and swordbelt, my
companion was dressed dmost as quickly as| was. We then shared what was |eft of the chicken for
breakfast, searched for and found aleaf-pocket of rainwater to wash the meal down, and then continued
on our way.

Thetrail we were following didn't narrow again, and we continued on for hourswith me, at least, hoping
it would take us some place sooner rather than later. | used the silence of the hours for thinking purposes,
but al that came out of the effort was added frustration. Making my enemy doubt himsalf was useful for
keeping his hands off mewhilewe traveled, but | wasn't foolish enough to believe it would affect his
decision concerning our marriage. It wasn't me he primarily wanted, after dl, so the planshe and his
cohorts had made would stand. They had my father and me neatly boxed in, they thought, but there had
to be away out of the trap. Hours of thinking continued to leave me without the least ideaasto where
the key to freedom lay, but that didn't mean there wasn't any - or that | was ready to give up.

Midday came and we stopped to rest awhile, but after no more than afew minutes we were walking
again. Without food and water we couldn't afford to waste any time, especidly since the tangle of woods
al around wasn't offering us the option of hunting. We had to walk until we dropped, and then we had to
walk some more. Otherwise wed die there, waled off from what we needed to survive by ages-old
vines and bushes and trees. Following the trail had turned out to be avery bad idea, and | no longer
thought taking it was some complex enemy ploy. My companion aso seemed disturbed over the
impenetrability of theforest, and wasnt trying to waste time by dragging hisfeet.

The minutes and hours continued to go by without doing anything more than making methirdtier, and then
we came on a change so abrupt, it was almost as though someone had posted asign. Thetrail itsalf didn't
widen, but suddenly, practicaly between one step and the next, the woods were no longer a mass of
tangles. The vines seemed to be cleared away asfar in as we could see on both sides, just asthough
gardening ladies had been by not too long ago.

"Thank Evon," my companion said fervently, pausing with meto look around. "If we've reached the point
of farthest penetration by hunters, hopefully their village won't be too much longer down theroad. Let's
seeif we can get there before this hest flattens us.”

"Y ou think there's avillage ahead of us?' | asked, hurrying to catch up with the broader strides hewas
aready taking. "Were you expecting it to be there?!

"I was hoping it would be there," he corrected, now watching the woods more carefully than he'd been
doing. "It seemed to be a safe guess that the holding we found was established with alink back to its
gtarting point - that it was an attempt at expansion rather than the urge to be aone - which made thistrail
safer for our purposes than the main road. If it had turned out | was wrong, we would have had to
backtrack without the supplies we'd started with.”

"Getting back to that spring wouldn't have been dl that hard,” | decided, not having considered the option
sooner. "If we couldn't catch something to eat there, we'd deserve to starve. And then we'd have no
choice but to find that outlaw camp and do alittle raiding - which is something | wish I'd thought of
sooner. It would have saved usthiswalk.”

"By getting uskilled?" he asked, but there was true amusement behind the words, and then he sobered
again. "You know, | don't think any woman | ever met would have kept on walking without asingle
complaint, or would have passed up the chance of reminding me that going this way was something I'd



inssted on. Y ou seem to be the answer to fifty man's prayersto Evon, and | wish | could have-"

He broke off in the middle and smply went back to watching the woods, leaving mewishing | wasin
front of a practice pole with asword in my hands. How dare he make me fed guilty for what 1'd doneto
him that morning? And without even redizing he was doing it. He was an enemy, wasn't he? Then why
should his compliments make mefed glad, and hisbelief that he hadn't satisfied me make mewant to
admit I'd been lying? It wasn't right and it wasn't sane, but my fingernailsin my palmswasthe only thing
that me quiet. For someone playing deep, nasty games he was so horribly open, and easy to hurt! Why
did he have to pretending he was nice?

The best thing about my thoughts after that was that they kept me from remembering how thirsty | was. It
took me awhile to make mysalf understand that an enemy couldn't be nice, but after that it was alittle
easer burying the guilt. I'd never minded cutting down someone who was trying to do the same to me,
but drawing blood from a helpless, unarmed victim is more than | have the somach for. If that'swhat it
took to be asuccessful Ducal heir, maybe | didn't have the makings of one after all.

Wetrudged on up thetrail, seeing the woods thin more and more as we went, and then we cameto the
place where the forest disappeared into stumps. | knew it had to be the place the villagers had taken
building logs from and was about to say something about how much closer we had to be, when Kylin
stopped short beside me. | looked up to see that his attention was on what appeared to be a knot of
people a short distance away, and then al thoughts of trees and the nearness of the village were gone
from me. The main knot of people ahead were dl inlong skirts and huddled together, and those around
them wore trousers and were carrying what couldn't be anything other than quartersteffs.

"I think you'd better wait here," my companion muttered, his eyes fill on the scene ahead, hisright hand
aready reaching over to loosen hissword. "If that turns out to be something other than what it lookslike,
I'l cal you."

And then he was gtriding off without waiting for an answer, confidently expecting meto do exactly asl'd
been told, silly enough to think I'd believe those men weren't attacking those women in someway. Asl
immediately followed after, | knew I'd haveto revise my previous opinions of hisintelligence. If the man
redly thought | was going to stay behind and do nothing to help, he wasn't gupid, he had mush for brains
and was entirely beyond hope.

Thecloser | got, the easier it was to see that the women who were huddled together wereredlly
frightened. The men around them, only six to their ten or more, were laughing asthey looked &t their
intended victims, but it wasn't clear what they were going to make them victims of. Kylin was about Five
steps ahead of me, moving quickly but quietly, and suddenly one of the women stepped out away from
the huddle to face one of the men.

"I can't believe you'redoing this," she said, her voice carrying easily, amixture of anger and fear init.
"These women haven't hurt you in any way, so how canyou..."

"It an't usas had the hurt, so that makes it worse," the man directly before her interrupted, a deep
satisfaction of sortsin him. "All of you done bad by Grall, an" that'swhat makesyou sinful. Th" priest
says sinners deserve what they get and get what they deserve, "n were heret"makeit so."

"How can refusing to listen to this new priest be sinful in the eyes of Grail?' the woman asked in
confusion, her voice now unsteady. "Just because they want to keep on doing things the way the old
priest said was proper, doesn't mean they..."

"Theold priest din't know the right way, but thisn do,” the man broke in again, having no interest in
listening to anything he didn't want to hear. "The priest saysyou al gotta be punished, "specidly you, an"



then therewon" be no more who try th" same. We'sworkin' f'r the priest, so we's gonnago Homein
Glory when we go, that's what he says. Now we's gonna get't” it."

The man brought his quarterstaff up to hold it in both hands, and the woman stepped back without taking
her eyesfrom him, knowing well enough that he now stood at the ready. Some of the others behind her
began whimpering, al of them trying to huddle into each other, but the "it" they were supposed to get
started with suddenly faced an unexpected delay.

"Y ou men step away from those women, or you'll be going Home alot sooner than you were planning
on," my companion announced from where held stopped, about six feet behind the nearest man. "And if
you think ther€lll be anything glorious about it, take my word for it: there won't be."

The women looked up as the men whirled around to face the newcomer, snarls covering male faces,
hope covering femae ones. They dl saw that Kylin stood with hissword in hisfigt, point down but ready
to be brought up, body loose and easy and set to move in any way it had to, no sign of tension at the
numbers to be faced aone. The man who had done dl the talking, unshaven and dirty and dow-looking,
glanced around to see that his new opponent was alone, let that fact sink in, then jumped forward to end
the chdlenge asfast aspossible.

There have been endless arguments on the subject of aman with asword facing aman with a
quarterstaff, the point of contention being, of course, which one would win. Those who argue dways
seem to assume true sKkill on the part of both fighters, which usualy means those backing the quarter-staff
ings that the swordsman doesn't have a chance. The staff haslonger reach, two endsthat are equally
effective, and most often is made of ironwood, which a sword won't split. A capable quarterstaff user
should be able to take a capable swordsman with only alittle effort - but the key word thereis " capable.”

The man jumping at Kylin was about asfar from capable as you can get while still being alive. His hands
began lifting his staff even ashe moved, but what he did wasraiseit dl theway to hisleft and then swing
it down fast, dmost as though he thought he was holding a cudgel instead of a staff. Kylin ducked under
the attack with no effort whatsoever, abrief hestation at first showing he didn't redlly believe the stupidity
of what was happening, and then his own weapon swung toward the extended body of the fool who had
left himself wide open. Homespun does very little to stop the advance of quickly moving stedl, which
means the fool screamed once before following his swing away and toward the ground.

The remaining men shouted and howled at having lost their leader that quickly and easily, but instead of
being smart and giving up on something that had become abad ideg, they proved they were even shorter
on brainsthan the first man had been. They dl began charging toward Kylin, their staffs raised and
swinging, and then followed after him as he backed away to give himself adequate fighting room. If they
had formed acircle they very wel might have had him, but a semi-circle was as close as they came, and
they followed aong as though they were on astring.

Which, of course, gave metime and room to move forward fast to the late fool on the ground, and
appropriate his staff for my own use. | wasn't the best ever trained with a quarter-staff, but | knew how
to use one and the fed of aweapon in my hands again was like rain after adrought. The staff was
smooth-grained and heavy, just the way it should be, far too good aweapon for the fool who had been
carryingit. | let my pamsdide over its surface in what was dmost a caress, and then | turned to those
who werelooking for afight.

My former road companion was doing more ducking and jumping than standing and fighting, but only
because there were four of them. If he had kept at it long enough he might have been able to take every
one of them, but there was aso the possibility that one of the four could have gotten lucky. With me
behind them, however, the possibility was no longer in sight, which thefirst of them discovered when |



tapped him on the shoulder with the tip of my staff. He whirled toward me with hisweapon in both
hands, frowned when he saw who it was who had challenged him, and might have turned back to his
origind fight if | hadn't used my staff to rap him sharply on theleft shin. He howled with the pain of the
blow, getting mad at the sametime, but he dso committed the stupidity | was expecting. He lowered his
saff in reflex reaction to the blow that had reached him, leaving his head open and unprotected by ether
end of hisweapon. Hicking my left arm forward | rapped him hard on the head, and that was the end of
hisanger and hisefforts.

My first opponent was only just folding to the ground when one of the remaining three turned and saw
what was going on, and decided | would be easier to deal with than the man with the sword. He must
have thought 1'd come up from behind and gotten hisfriend that way, and it took a minute or two before
he learned better. He actualy turned out to know something about the weapon he held, and | had to do
some fast swinging, blocking and moving of my own to keep from getting flattened. After the minute or
two | feinted a hishead, did it again, then swung thetail of my gtaff into hisgroin, nearly lifting him off the
ground with the force of the blow. He choked as hisarms and legs turned to water, and my head-blow
must have come asagrest relief to him. No longer feding the pain, he crumpled into ahegp and lay ill.

| turned then to see how the last two were doing against Kylin, and discovered that they weren't, at least
not any longer. While my attention had been diverted they had both ended up on the ground, and were
lying unmoving with bloody woundsin very unhedthy spots. Their former opponent was between them
and the ste of my own battle, as though he'd been on hisway to me when the action had abruptly ended,
and even as| looked around he completed the journey.

"I'm not going to waste any more breath making polite, roundabout comments on the way you take
orders" he said when he reached me, hisvoice low but adefinite growl, hisangry eyes matching. "The
next time you ignore adirect order you'rein trouble, and you won't be able to say you weren't warned.
You'rejust lucky you weren't hurt, or | wouldn't be waiting for next time.”

The only thing that kept me from telling him off then and there was the fact that | couldn't decide which of
hisimbecilic comments | wanted to tear gpart first. | stood there spluttering in outrage, my right hand a
fist around the staff as he wiped his sword on his trousers before reshesthing it, and men we were
surrounded by ahorde of laughing, gratefully relieved women who kept me from showing an idiot what
red staff-work waslike.

"Y ou two were absolutely wonderful,” the woman who had spoken to the attackers said from the middle
of thewomen al around us, as happy asthey were but dightly calmer about it. "I don't know where you
camefrom, but | don't doubt that Evon guided you in this direction. Thank you, thank you both.”

"Bdieveme, it wasour pleasure,” theidiot answered, daring to smile at thewoman ashe sad it. "Trash
likethat isawaysin need of sweeping up. Can you tell uswhat they were after?”

"Apparently they were after us," the woman said, losing agood deal of her happiness. Shewore along
print dress much like those worn by the other women, but the way she spoke showed she wasn't entirely
village-born and bred. Although the gray in her hair said shewasinto her fifth under-decade, she
appeared strong and better kept than a village woman would be expected to be. She wasn't my size but
wasfairly tal, had dark hair and eyes, and aplain but very dive face. "Our village has recently been
blessed with the arrival of anew priest of Grail,” the woman went on, her words quieting the other
women aswell. "Our old priest was aman who was loved aswell asliked, and many of uswere
shocked when he was told he had to leave here. Some tried arguing the point but he didn't; al he did was
pack the little he had and then he | eft. He obeyed the demands of his order without question, and we
were |eft with his replacement.”



The woman made a face when she said that, and athough the others didn't go quite so far asto do the
same, they dl looked as though they wanted to.

"The new priest was not only younger, he was dso filled with an arrogance unusua to those who serve
Grail," the woman said, gesturing with one hand as shetried to clarify the picture her words evoked. "He
made no effort to get to know the people of the village individudly, but instead called everyoneto a
meeting and announced the changes he was there to make in everyoneslives. | don't think we have the
timetolig dl those changes now, and they aren't the main point anyway. The point isthat the changes
weren't suggestions - they were orders, and everyone was to obey without question.

"Needlessto say, not everyone went along with obeying,” the woman said with asigh. "Many of the
people felt that the changes were an affront to Grail and histeachings, decided that the new priest was
ether insane or just plain mistaken, and tried to go on with their lives the way they'd been before the man
got here. No more than aday or two went by, and then those who had refused to obey the new priest
began having - accidents. Or they were attacked by the trash every village has afew members of, and
were badly beaten. In one or two ingtances it was the family of the man who suffered, like the family of
our blacksmith. Hiswife had gone out herb and berry gathering with two of her friends, three men came
across them, the friends got away - by the time help reached her, the three men had aready-hurt her
bedly-"

Thewoman fell sllent for amoment, to quiet the choking fury risng in her, | thought, and then shetook a
deep breath and went on.

"The new priest gloatingly told everyone that the people who had been having trouble were having it
because they refused to obey the demands of Grail. Most of those who had defied the priest were
suddenly afraid that that was so, and began changing their lives the way they'd been told to do. Some of
the men, though, supported by their families and wives, dill refused to go along, saying they didn't believe
Grail had had anything to do with what had been happening! The priest was furious, but there was
nothing he could do to change their minds, not when his threats didn't work. That was aweek or two
ago, and with the peace and quiet we've been having we thought the trouble was dl over with. And then
this morning the priest sent messagesto al of us, asking usto meet him here to discuss the problem of
"returning lost sheep to the flock," as he put it. He wanted to appedl to usfor our help, his message said,
but when we got here there was no sign of him. What we found in his place, you dready know."

"And enjoyed dedling with," | said, leaning on the gtaff | till held. "1 have the distinct impression, though,
that you aren't just another part of the victim group. Y ou thanked Evon, as| recal, and the leader of that
pack said something about the proposed punishment being "especidly” for you. What did he mean?"

"He meant that my punishment was going to be a specid message for my father,” she answered,
annoyance beginning to risein her dark eyes. "'I'm Indris, and my father isapriest of Evon who came
hereto livewith me afew years ago. | was aBlade when | wasyoung, but | |eft that lifeto marry and
settle here with my husband. He died afew years ago, and shortly after that my father cameto live with
me. He's never tried preaching in thisvillage, and he got dlong well with the old priest of Grail. The new
onewants him out, but he's refused to go. Thiswas obvioudy supposed to give him reason for going.”

"If hesanything like apriest of Evon | know, it would have given him reason to do something e'se
entirdly,” | remarked, then looked around &t the women. "I s there anyone here who doesn't believe their
village will be much better off without this new priest and his new ideas?'

"Of course not," the woman Indris said while the others shifted in upset. "But the people here believe that
to do anything to him would be terrible sacrilege. They don't want him, but they can't bring themsalvesto
raseahand againg him."



"Aslong asmy hand isnow available, they don't haveto,” | said, straightening where | stood. "If what he
says goes counter to al of Grail'steachings, then he can't be considered anything but a pestilence that
needs eradicating. Let'sal pay him avist, and let him know what we learned from these helpers of his.
Right after that I'll send him on hisway.”

"| think someone else should get to do the sending,” avoice said, amale voice that hadn't spoken for the
last couple of minutes. "To keep me from fedling unneeded, you understand.”

"But you are unneeded,” | came back, turning my head to the fool who now stood agood dedl closer on
my left. "If you don't believe it, step out with me away from these people and I'll proveit.”

"I'm too hat, tired, hungry and thirsty for games,” he returned, giving me a pleasant smile. "Well go onto
the village, take care of putting out the rest of the trash, then sit down with a cup of brew and discuss

anythingyou like"

| was about to point out that a discusson wasn't what | had in mind, when | redlized something really
infuriating. My right hand had automatically begun lifting the staff, but begun was asfar as| got. Another
hand was on it from behind me, amuch stronger hand that was holding it down. I'd let the woman's story
distract me enough to give my enemy achanceto get a grip on the staff, and 1'd had enough experience
with him to know that that meant the weapon was no longer mine. | wanted to tell him how much |
despised him, but the woman Indris was suddenly right near me, her hand reaching for my arm.

"What'swrong with me - of course you two must be tired and hungry,” she said, closing her hand on my
aminagentle but firmway. "Y ou save our lives, and dl we do in return is stand around bending your
ears without once offering any sort of hospitdity. | know my father will want you to be our guests, and |
certainly do. Just comewith us; thevillageisn't far.”

Her grip on me began urging me aong, the other women adding their agreement and encouragement, and
there was redlly no reason to stand there arguing the possession of something 1'd dready lost. After no
more than the briefest hesitation | et go of the staff and Ssmply went with them, taking ong no more than
atruth | finaly understood completely. No enemy can ever be nice, no matter how they twist thingsto
make it seem otherwise,

It took only afew minutesto walk to the village, and al the way there Indris refused to let the
conversation die, using the willing cooperation of the other women in an attempt to lighten my mood.
They didn't know what trouble there was between their rescuers, but they seemed determined to try
smoothing it over. | let their words smply float around me as| waked, hating the man I'd briefly fought
beside, wishing the attackers had managed to do for him instead of the other way around. It was more
than clear that hewas afraid of me, afraid to let me get permanent possession of awespon he knew
damned well | would not hesitate to use on him. I'd been amindlessfool not to use the weapon whilel
had it, and would be sure not to be that stupid a second time.

The village we came to was bigger than | expected it to be, and when someone mentioned its name,
Binder's Down, | suddenly knew where | was. The city of Genseawas about half aday'srideto the
south, and the villagers were my father's people. We drew stares as we walked up the main dirt street
past the store, the tavern and the smithy, and then we drew more hurrying men than stares. Questions
demanding answersflew in our direction, replies were quickly given, and once the whole story was out,
we found oursalvesin the midst of afurious mob instead of asimple group of people.

"It's morée'n time something was done!” one man shouted to therest, hishand afist intheair. "Arewe
gonnawait until the smdl children are attacked next? Are we men, or are we spineless cattle?!

"How c'nyou talk about doin" somethin” to a Servant 0" blessed Grail?" another man demanded in turn,



asangry asthefirst but considerably more upset. "We don't want our village damned to th' end 0"
eternity! We can't do nothin" moren ask th" priest to leave."

"And if hewon't go?" athird voice demanded, and then Kylin of Arthil was making hisway toward the
muttering men. "If herefusesto go, dl you'l haveto look forward to is more of the same. Isthiswhat you
peopleredly want?'

"You cn afordt" tak," the second man came back, glaring a the stranger who was mixing into village
business. "Y ou don't live here, an” it won't be you "n yourswho're damned. An' afollower 01 Evon don't
have no right talkin™'t" them who follow Grail."

"Why shouldn't those who follow Grail have the same rights as those who follow Evon?* Kylin countered,
looking around as he spoke. "If apriest of Evon arranged what this so-called priest of Grail did, held
never live long enough to decide hed made amistake. And would ared priest of Grail ever have done
this? Doesn't thisinsanity go againgt everything Servants have ever taught before? 'Y ou know your
religion better than | do. I's sending men to attack hel pless women something you've been taught to do by
every priest you've had?'

"It never happened before this new one came,” the first man spoke up, looking around at hisfellow
villagers. "1 know it and you know it, and there ain't nobody who can say different. What | say isthat he
antnored priet of Grail, and we gotta get rid of him."

"Y ou gonnatake achance 0" bein" damned forever, Aik?" the second man asked thefirgt, looking more
as though he wanted to be convinced rather than wanting to argue. "Y ou go againgt th" priest, that'swh't

cn happen.”

"If hesheretaking for Grail, Limis, it don't matter noneif | am damned,” the first man answered, looking
graight at hisfriend. "If Grail aint Grail no more, | don't want nothing to do with what he changed to.
Andif hean't nored priest of Grail, leaving him here has gotta be the sin and blasphemy. I'm going, and
it don't matter to me noneif you come or say."

The man Aik turned away then, but he didn't walk away aone. Most of the other men followed him
without hesitation, and one of them was hisfriend Limis. Kylin gracioudy et them move ahead and then
followed after, willing to let them see to their own affairs aslong asthey could. | took my own turn at
following with Indris beside me, and the rest of the crowd came behind us.

Grall's House had obvioudy been the modest congtruction it wasin most villages, but aswe cameup to it
| was ableto see signs of rebuilding and enlarging going on. The new priest apparently wanted morein
the way of comforts than his predecessor had required, and was having his followers make the necessary
changes.

Five men glanced up from the work they were doing, none of them looking particularly pleased to bein
the middle of something like that, and then they were stepping back and away, either making themselves
apart of the crowd or quickly getting out of itsway.

"Priest, you come out here and talk to us," the man Aik caled, stopping about four feet away from the
front door of the House. "We gotta come in there after you, you ain't gonnalikeit.”

There was slence for amoment as everyone waited for an answer to the chalenge, and then afigure
appeared in the open doorway. He wastall and dender, not yet into histhird under-decade, and his
blond hair was so stylishly proper that it would have looked out of place above an ordinary Servant's
habit. His habit, however, although it was till brown, seemed to be made out of alot better materia than
sacking, and the red cord around hiswaist had to be mostly silk. He looked arrogantly around at the men



who confronted him, then took one step out into the street.

"How dare you address apriest of Grail that way?" he hissed, hisfury lashing out so sharply that a
number of the men took an involuntary step backwards. "I answer only to Grail, and it isyou who must
answer tomel”

"Thistimeit'sgonnawork the other way around,” Aik came back, camer than the men behind him. ™Y ou
sent trash after some of our women, and we ain't gonnastand till for it."

"I?" the priest said coldly in deep disgpprovd, hisbrowsraised in distant questioning. "1 did no such
thing. If that'swhat you weretold you were lied to, most likely by those whore-like women of yours.
Only whoreswould spesk againgt apriest of their religion, to keep him from helping their misguided men
seethetruth. Grall demandsthat you beat them for their filthy lies, and | demand the same!”

Hisringing tones kept the men silent for amoment, during which time some of the women began
whimpering. Their men weren't finding it possible to meet the priest's flashing eyes, and if that
conversation went on much longer they would end up being victims again. That would have gotten me
mad even if those weren't my father's people; snce they were, | wasn't about to stand there and let it

happen,

"I think we can al seethere arefilthy lies being spoken, but it isn't the women who are speaking them,” |
said inavoice loud enough to carry, then began making my way toward the front of the crowd. "Those
men you sent named you, Priest, and you don't even have the courage to admit what you did. Doesn't
Grall teach that if you're doing something you're ashamed to admit to, you shouldn't be doing it?"

The crowd was more than happy to get out of my way, so it wasn't long before | was standing next to the
man Aik, directly in front of the fashion plate priest. His cold eyestook note of my unusud attireina
single glance, and then he sneered.

"How fitting for one whore to take the part of others," he said, disgust dripping from every word. "What
more proof do you need than that, good men?’

"If what oneisdressed in isproof of what they are, then what are you, Priest?" | came back immediately,
my fistson my hips. "I'm dressed thisway through no choice of my own, but you seem to be pleased with
what you're wearing. Since when do priests of Grail dress like members of the nobility?"

"Priests of Grail have nothing to do with members of the accursed nobility!" the man hissed, his manner
dtiffening at the mutter that ran through the crowd of men. "We wear the habit that marksus as Grail's
chosen Servants, Servantswho areinviolate, Servantswho. .."

"Who hire bullies to beat up women?' | interrupted, not about to let up on the pressure. "There can't be
any question that you were behind the attack, the messages that sent the women to that spot came from
you. I've never before heard that Grail needed to force people into worshiping him, and I've never seena
priest of histhat |looked anything like you. Who are you, and why have you come here pretending to be
the priest of agod who would never have the bad taste to accept anything like you?'

"How dare you?' the man thundered, outraged beyond bearing, but 1'd already made the point I'd
wanted to. The village men were seeing that what 1'd said wastrue, that thiswasn't apriest of their
religion, and they therefore had no reason to be afraid of what they did to him. The man I'd baited was so
enraged he didn't redize that, and with face twisted in fury raised hisright arm to give me a backhanded
dap. Stepping out of the way of the swing wouldn't have been hard - if there hadn't been so many people
around and behind me, which there were. Knowing | wastrapped | raised my own arms, intending to
take most of the strength out of the blow that way, but none of it reached me. A big hand caught thearm



at thewrigt, stopping it cold, and then there were words of matching coldness.

" Attacking women seemsto be something you redly like, you dime" Kylin said to him, the strength of his
grip forcing agasp out of the man he hdd. "If you're that eager to hit someone, why don't you try me
insead?'

The supposed priest looked up into the face of the man who held him with fear in his eyes, and that was
the find thing the villagers needed to see. Not only were priests of Grail forbidden to be violent, it was
amost universaly accepted that they were without fear of violence to their own persons. To accept pain
on Grail's behdf was a high blessing for them, and no true priest would have acted the way that man did.
With agrowl the crowd of men pulled him out of the grip that held him, and carried him off up the street
with them. His screaming protests went ignored and unanswered, and in just acouple of minutesthere
were only three of usleft sanding in front of Grail's House.

"So much for that," Indris said with satisfaction, just short of brushing her hands together. "Now we can
findly get to the hospitality you two have more than earned. My houseisthisway."

Again shetook my armin acomradely way, glancing over her shoulder with asmiletoinclude Kylininon
theinvitation. | walked aong with her without doing any of my own looking back, more than unhappy
over what had happened. | would have preferred getting hit to being saved by that - that - enemy, but it
hadn't happened that way. | could see he was trying to push me off balance again, but thistime | wasn't
about to dlow it.

The house we were led to was only two streets away, anedt, pleasant-looking place that stood done
surrounded by grass and ayellow fence. The surprisingly large house was white with blue trim, and Indris
gestured to the fence that didn't quite go with the rest.

"My husband was an armorer,” she said, explaining rather than excusing. "That fence let people know
which house to come to when they reached the village, and they used to come from all over to buy his
weapons or his panoplies. | know | should have had it repainted years ago, but I'm too much of a
sentimentd fool. Onceit'srepainted, the last vestige of him will be gone. Come on, it's not so hard on the
gyesfromtheingde.”

She amiled briefly and led the way through the fence to the house, climbing the three steps quickly and
then walking in through the door. | followed right behind her, enjoying the dimness and faintly cooler air
ingde, and was led to aroom to theright, just off the entrance hall. The room had an unlit hearth of stone
againg whitewashed walls, plain but neat and clean window curtains, two small, carved tables and one
larger one, and half a dozen chairs standing here and there in the otherwise painfully bare room. Indris
crossed to the largest of the tables, uncovered a pitcher and poured from it into two battered metal
goblets, then came back to us with the cupsin her hands.

"Thisisjudt to sart you off," she said with asmile, handing each of usacup. "Fed freeto help yoursdves
to the rest of the brew in the pitcher; there's plenty more where that came from. I'm going to look for my
father. | know hell want to meet you, and while he's playing host I'll put amedl together for you. At the
very leadt, you have to stay the night.”

She patted my arm and nodded to her other guest, and then she was gone, leaving us atonein the room. |
raised my cup and sipped at the brew 1'd been given, wetting athroat and mouth that had been dry much
too long, finding less pleasure in the effort than 1'd been expecting fromit. | was glad to have something
to drink again, doubly glad that it was avery well-made brew with an excellently delicate flavor, but that
was as far as gladness could take me. The minutes dragged by one after the other, Stretching into a
congderable chain, and then the silence was broken.



"Thislooks like acomfortable, nicdy-made house," my " Companion remarked from behind my left
shoulder, no more a casua comment. " Spending the night here should make up for the last couple of
nights we've had to do without decent beds."

Since therewas no answer called for, | didn't make one; al | did was stand there and sip my brew. In
point of fact | might not have answered even if there had been one called for, not theway | wasfeding.

"All right, I know you're upset with me again," he said with asigh, giving up on his attempt at casud
conversation. "Y ou had aweapon and | took it away from you, and your opinion of me comes clear
every timeyou look a me. All | want to do isask you one question: if you were with someone who was
interested in seeing the color of your blood, would you let them get their hands on aweapon and then let
them keep it? Y ou're not a swest, shy, young thing who knows nothing about what to do. Can you blame
me for wanting to stay in one unbroken piece?"

"Yes" | sad without turning then fdl sllent again, the anger sarting to well up insde me. How in hdll he
aways made everything he did sound so logical and right was beyond me, but | wasn't about to accept it
any longer. He was an enemy, my enemy, and that'swhat | had to keep firmly in mind.

He made a sound of annoyance and seemed about to add to what he'd aready said, but wasn't given the
chance. Just then there was some rather loud throat-clearing, and | turned to see aman in the doorway
fromthehall.

"My daughter tellsme| owe you two agood ded of gratitude,” he said, smiling as he came farther into
theroom. "Evon usudly trusts hisfollowersto be able to protect themsaves, but heisn't above lending a
hand every now and again when it's needed. I'm Vedin, and it's a pleasure to have you as guests beneath
our roof."

The man gpproached us and offered hishand, first to Kylin and then to me. His hair and beard were
completely white, the skin of hisface outdoors-tanned, but his bearing was that of aman not far into his
third under-decade, and his grip had the strength of afighting man in hisprime. His height wasonly a
shade above mine and he was dender rather than muscular, but the look in hislight, piercing eyeswas so
full of strength and assurance that he seemed almost larger than life. When hisfingers closed around my
forearm he smiled againin greeting, and | felt relief at the thought that | wasn't about to face that manin
battle. If I'd had to | would have, but | felt no doubt that if | did, only Evon'sintervention would have let
mewak away again.

"It was our pleasureto be of help,” Kylin said when Vedin turned away from me, apparently as
impressed with the man as| was. "We lost our horse and possessions to outlaws and thought we'd never
see civilization again, but things turned out right in spite of that. Can you tell us how far we are from the
city of Gensea?'

"The city'sonly alittle more than half aday'sride from here," Vedin answered while going toward the
table with the pitcher and cups. "There are horses to be had for saleif you can afford it, or perhapsfor
loanif you can't. And | think the young lady could use some clothing, but my daughter will take care of
that. If you like, I'll check around the village for something for you to wear."

"I'dlike," Kylin answered with agrin as Vedin turned back to him holding brew of hisown. "And | can
afford to pay, so there shouldn't be aproblem. I'll pay for the girl's clothes, too.”

"That's between you and Indris," Vedin said with an answering grin and a headshake, tasting his brew.
"She probably won't take even a copper, not the way she'sfedling, but that's for her to decide. Her
husband left her comfortable enough, and with my grandsons gone off to make names for themsdlves, she
doesn't find much that needs to be bought. She's not one to be overly interested in frills for herself.”



"It'smy only failing,” Indris voice came as she entered the room, carrying two bowls of something that
smelled really good. " Other than that, I'm just about the perfect woman. This stew isno morethan a
snack for you people, to keep you dive until we sit down to afull medl. If you like, you can spend the
intervening time taking baths and getting into clean clothes.”

Theideaof bathing sounded better than the idea of eating, at least until | tasted the stew. Indris seemed
to be one of those who used magic in her cooking, and even though missing one medl had hardly left me
famished enough to eat anything not still moving, the generous hel ping of stew seemed to disappear too
quickly. When | was through and had also finished a second cup of brew, Indrisled me toward the back
of the house while Vedin took Kylin in another direction. During the meal we'd learned that Indris hed
aready sent one of the village children to get clothing that would fit Kylin, so he, too, could get straight to
bathing. He and | hadn't exchanged another word during that time, which had added to my enjoyment of
the snack.

Our destination turned out to be Indris large kitchen, where awooden tub had been permanently
ingaled inthe floor. Right then it wasfilled with water that had faint seam rising fromit, and anearby
chair had aneetly folded white cloth resting on it. Indris gestured to the tub with a smile of amusement, so
| lost no time untying my "sandas’ and pulling off the tunic over my heed. Right after that | was stepping
into the ddlicioudy warm water, not having conscioudy redlized sooner how long it wassincel had last
been able to do that.

"| think that'swhat | like best about night houses,” | said as| sat down, Sghing with pleasure. "Y ou can
have sex just about anywhere, but only in night housesisahot bath or two included in the price.”

"I know what you mean,”" Indris said with alaugh, lifting the folded cloth from the chair and then Sitting
downwithit. "1t was one of thethings| liked best about night houses mysdlf. And | think | wasright in
my first guess about you. Y ou're a Blade, aren't you."

It was definitely astatement rather than a question, and | smiled as| wet my chest and shoulders with the
water.

"Yes, I'maBlade" | agreed, nodding ruefully. "Obvioudy not avery successful one right now, but till a
Blade - named Sofdtis.”

"A Blade named Sofdtis traveling with aman who won' let her have aweapon,” Indrisamplified, the
amusement gone from her. "At first | thought you might be his captive, but now I'm convinced your
Stuation is more complicated than that. | - accidentaly overheard him trying to apologize to you for
taking the staff away. | was coming in to introduce my father, but when we heard what was going on
between you, my father decided it would be best if he went in alone and introduced himself. Y our big
friend apparently wants to make peace, even though you're not interested in the same. | know I'm
intruding in something that doesn't concern me, but - isthere anything | can do to help?”

"Not unlessyou have alot of influence with the King," | said, losing agood dedl of the pleasure I'd had
from the bath water. "1 don't want to have anything to do with that man, but I'm not being given the
choice. I'm aBlade who wantsto stay aBlade, but | made the mistake of being born into the wrong
family in thewrong order - a avery bad time. And don't believe he's as decent as he pretendsto be. He
may have other peoplefooled, but | can seeright through him.”

Whichwasascloseas| could get to telling anyone the truth of what I'd discovered. Knowing the truth
might put Indris and her father in danger, and | refused to do that to them. | was the only one who could
find afina answer to my problem, but so far that answer was being very successful in hiding itself.

"Y ou've been promised to him," Indris said after abrief hesitation, the confusion in her eyesclearing as



she understood the point. Y ou're a Blade, but you've still been promised to him. Isyour father so
unreasonable that you can't speak to him about how you fed ?*

"Right now my father has even lesschoicethan | do," | said with asigh, feding thewalls of thetrgp risng
up around me again. "He didn't know | was a Blade and by the time he found out it wastoo late, but it
wouldn't have mattered even if held known. The Law refusesto accept the fact that any woman might
have amind of her own, so I'm not dlowed a say in the matter. Damned if | don't have my say anyway,
oneway or the other."

"l see," shesaid, clearly having heard my last words even though I'd muttered them. ™Y ou're aBlade
who's been promised in marriage, and you hate the idea so much you've decided to fight it dong with
everyoneinvolved. That'swhy you refused to listen to that apology.”

"That wasn't my only reason,” | said, looking up at the flatness of her tone. She was staring at me with an
expression | couldn't quite read, one that seemed to be filled with understanding but not agreement. "And
you said you were a Blade yoursdlf. Y ou made your own choice about what to do with your life, but how
would you haveliked it if someone had tried forcing you into the choice? Would that have been fair just
because you're awoman?"

"Y ou might say | wasforced into the choice," she came back, smiling faintly as sherosefrom the chair. "'l
didn't want to give up being a Blade any more than you do, but | was forced to change my mind. I'll pour
ussometas| and then tell you what happened.”

She went to the wide hearth and lifted atasi| pot that was Sitting close enough to thefire to keep its
contents warm, then poured the pale brown liquid into two cups. When she handed me one of the cups, |
found that she'd gotten that perfect balance of really good tasil: light enough not to be bitter, heavy
enough to have body and taste, it had aso been made with the faintest hint of honey, an enhancement
rather than an addition.

"That's much better,” she said as she sat on the chair again, having tasted the tasil herself. " Stories come
out more easily when you have something to wet the path of the words. As| began saying aminute ago, |
was a Blade who felt the way you probably fed now: I'd earned something most women don't, enjoyed
having and being that something, and had no intentions of giving it up. It didn't matter to me what other
women did with their lives, | wasn't like other women so their standards didn't pply. And then | met
Javin, who had been invited in by our Company captain, to make whatever might be needed by any of
our Blades"

She sighed as she said that, Sipping at her tasil, the look in her dark eyes having begun receding to
another time and place.

"My sword had gotten badly nicked in the last fight we'd been in, and honing it had done more to weaken
it than sharpen it up again,”" she continued. "I went to Javin'stent to seeif he had anything I'd be willing to
put in my scabbard, and found that hiswork was the best I'd ever seen. We dickered awhile over the
price of asword, cameto an agreement, and then Javin asked meto have the evening meal with him. I'd
liked thelooks of him right from the first, so thinking he had nothing but sex in mind | accepted his
invitation.

"That meal wasthefirst of many, but it didn't end with the sex 1'd thought it would. | didn't understand
why Javin hadn't made the suggestion, but since he took care of it afew nightslater the point didn't seem
important. Back then | didn't real understand how some men think, and maybe that was for the best. If
I'd know what he had in mind, | probably would have run.

"It was the very day my sword was ready that he decided the time wasright,” she said, Sighing deeply a



second time. "He arranged a specia medl for usin ahigh-priced tavern in the good part of the city,
paying for a private room, and when the meal was over he asked meto marry him. Thefirst thing | did
was laugh, thinking he was joking, but when | saw he was serious | immediately refused. | was aBlade,
you undergtand, and even though | felt things for Javin that I'd never felt for any other man, dl 1 wanted
wasto stay aBlade.

"Apparently Javin had been expecting that response, and had his arguments and explanations al ready.
Hetold methat he hadn't invited me to bed those first couple of nights because he wanted to get to know
me without sex getting in theway. Like alot of men who had sex any time they wanted it, he wastrying
to find out if hisinterest went beyond rolling around in bed. Once hefound it did, he didn't haveto
abstain any longer, and was at the point of wanting to marry me. | was upset but | refused him a second
time, and that was when he explained why he thought | waswrong.

"He said he could understand my not wanting to give up what 1'd earned, but if | looked at the question
carefully I'd find that it was my duty to do it anyway. Specia women show themsalvesto be specia by
what they accomplish, but they have to work so hard doing it that they don't want to give up what they've
earned after they've earned it. That usualy meant the women's abilities were logt through not being

passed on to their children, leaving only the second-rate to pass on what little they had. It wasn't fair that
awoman who was a Blade couldn't pass on her abilities while continuing to be a Blade the way men did,
but it was women who were made to bear children and nothing could be done to change that. | had
gotten what made me me from otherswho hadn't refused to pass on what they had, but | wasn't willing to
do the same for those who were supposed to come after me. 1'd had the opportunity to show what |
could do, but if | refused to alow others the same chance there was nothing more anyone could say. He
took me back to my barracks then, and for the next week didn't even try talking to me."

"Probably in an effort to increase the guilt held piled onyou," | said, didiking the entire argument sheld
been subjected to. "I wonder how fast he would have given up being an armorer if your positions had
been reversed. I've noticed that when people talk about duty, they usualy mean other people's duty,
never their own."

"It s0 happensthat was exactly theway | fdt," she said, smiling now with increased amusement. "'
thought he was trying to talk me into something he'd never do himsdlf, and then | found out what he'dd
neglected to mention: he'd been aFighter and adamned good one, but had given it up when his abilities
asan armorer had been discovered. | heard two of the Company Blades talking about it, how hard it
was supposed to have been getting him to give up using wegponsin favor of making them, but they were
damned glad it had been managed. The new abilities he exercised helped everyone rather than just
himsdlf and those few around him, and hearing that really did make me stop and think. The world wasn't
apleasant enough place to make many people want to sacrifice themsdvesfor it, but maybe it was that
unpleasant because so many had refused the sacrifice in the past. And then | asked myself just exactly
what it wasthat | was being talked into giving up.”

"Why - you were being talked into giving up your life and your freedom,” | said, sumbling over the
words her eyes had challenged me to supply. "Y ou had earned the right to be a Blade, and should have
been |€eft to be that in peace. Instead you were being urged to trade freedom for the chains of marriage,
the chains your ability had until then et you avoid. It Smply waan't fair."

"And fairnessisimportant,” she said with anod, still smiling. "It didn't matter that | had to be better than
the men around mein order to be aBlade in thefirst place, because it wasn't a matter of fairness - it was
amatter of surviva. But we were discussing what | was being asked to give up, and my view of it then
doesn't quite match yours now. | wasn't really being asked to give up what 1'd earned, because I'd
dready earned it and nothing could change that. If I'd stayed with my Company, | would have kept



active Blade status - until the day | lost it in afight the permanent, final way. And asfar asfreedom goes-
do you need to bein one specid place doing one specid thing in order to be free? If you're redly free,
you're free wherever you are and whatever you're doing. | discovered that | wanted to exercise my
freedom with Javin, and never found myself regretting the decison.”

"A decision that was gill made by you," | said, finding thet | didn't careto dwell on what shed said. "It
wasn't one made for you by others without once asking your opinion, making you fed like an
unimportant, unconsulted dave. Paying back what you owe isn't quite as easy when you've been madeto
fed you don't owe anyone anything.”

"I can see where that would make adifference,”" she granted, her gaze touched with atrace of sympathy.
"Javin did hisbest to try forcing meinto wanting to marry him, but if his plans hadn't worked he wouldn't
have accepted an unwilling bride. Have you told your big friend anything at al about how you fed ?

"Until my throat was dry and raw with the effort,” | said, nodding in disgust. "He has his own reasons for
wanting to marry me, and couldn't care lessthat I'm unwilling. That's one of the reasons he's being very
careful not to let me get my hands on awegpon. He knows what will happen if | do.”

"Y ou say he doesn't care that you're unwilling,” she came back, congdering the point with afrown. "1
know this probably won't make much difference to you, but-have you considered the possibility that he
can't give you up? He seemed to be trying awfully hard to smooth things over, which he wouldn't have
doneif hesmply didn't care. Any man can take an unwilling bride, but to take an unwilling Blade? When
he knows what she's capable of ? Either he has to be completely insane - or so helplessly in love that no
one can tell the difference. Which do you think it is?"

She waslooking at me with her head to one side, the question hanging in the air between us, her faint
amile doing nothing to help methink. It was preposterous suggesting that he might bein love with me, but
what sheld said - Why was he ingsting on going through with it all? Smply because he was an enemy?
But being an enemy didn't mean he was stupid, and surely he knew how close | was getting to deciding
to end my problems by ending him?If | killed him without witnesses around, it was conceivable | might
get away with cdling it an unfortunate accident, which would leave his people out in the cold - right dong
with hisunmoving carcass. And if what | thought didn't matter to him, asit shouldn't have, why did he
continueto ingst that it did? In order to fool me? But if | wasn't being fooled, why didn't he slop? And
why had he been so upset about not having satisfied me? Because he was pretending to be nice? But
why pretend? Why, why, why, why, why?

"Maybe you'd better start washing now," Indris said, rising from the chair to take the cup | was smply
holding and staring at. "That water cools rather quickly, and sitting in cold, dirty water isn't much fun.”

"No, itisnt," | agreed, doing my best to push away the confusion of the thoughts rattling around in my
head. It felt like I'd been Sitting in cold, dirty water for quite sometime, and it was going to take more
than washing to get me out of it. It was going to take thinking, which | would get to as soon as | was out
of that bath.

Chapter Eleven

| spent the time until the meal wasready inasmall Stting room not far from the kitchen, relaxingina
rocking chair and trying to wade through the mirein my mind. The only clothes Indris had had to give me
was along-skirted red print dress that no longer fit her, and athough it wasn't quite aslong on meit
wasn't in any way short - or even closeto the leathers | was used to wearing. | had been given ared pair
of sandasto go dongwithit, but if | hadn't been so distracted its very full skirt and short deeveswould
have driven me close to distraction.



| sat and rocked and tried to get my thoughtsin order, but the more | thought the more confused |
became. All those whys kept flying around, refusing to resolve themsalves, until | was forced to ask
myself some very pointed questions. Was Kylin my enemy and the enemy of my family? Yes. Did it redly
matter why he was doing what he seemed to be doing? No. Could it al be part of some devious plan he
or his cohorts had come up with? Certainly. If | let any of it affect me, would that be didoyd to my
family? Damned right it would be, so what difference did the rest of it make?

"It only makes adifferenceif you take up being stupid for ahobby,” | muttered to mysdlf, reaching for the
cup of brew I'd been given to keep me company. "If what Indris said was true and he does have some
unexpected feglings for you, that only makes things worse, not better. If he'd been prepared to give up
hisorigina plans and friends, he would have said so days ago to further his cause. That he didn't say so
means hewon't, so al you can do is go on doing what you've been doing.”

A beautifully clear and concise conclusion, | thought as| took aswalow of the brew. It lookslike I've
just decided to continue going as crazy as |'ve been going, but of course | could be wrong. Maybe it
means|'ll be going even crazier.

"Damnit, it'shim you've got to drive crazy," | muttered out loud again, redizing that crazinesswas
something | seemed to be very well qudified to dedl with, and then the rest of the thought clarified itsdlf.
"If you push him out of whatever he thinks he fedsfor you, helll wake up to the danger he'sin from an
unhappy Blade and will probably get smart enough to walk away from the ungodly mess. If he doesn't,
you can dwaysfal back on that "accident” idea."

That suddenly seemed to make alot of sense, but it didn't give me much timeto put it into effect. Wed
be leaving the village the following morning and would be a my father's castle not far past midday, so I'd
haveto -

"Indris asked meto tell you the food isready, so why don't you come and join usnow?" avoice
interrupted my thinking, causing meto look up and see Vedin. He had opened the door and stepped into
the room, and smiled when my eyeswere on him. "I knocked before coming in, but when | didn't get an
answer | thought you might have fallen adeep. Whatever it was you were so deep in must befairly
important.”

"Fair tomiddling," | agreed as| rose from the chair, taking my cup of brew with me. "But | think | haveit
al sraightened out now."

"Good," he said with awarmer smile, opening the door wider to give me room to follow him out. | could
see he had changed clothes from earlier in the day, but was Hill wearing the same black and white
combination held previoudy had on. "If you need afriendly ear or even an opinion on something, don't
forget I'm here. Evon doesn't ask that we handle dl our problems by oursaves, only the oneswe must.”

"I know that and I'll remember it," | said with asmile of my own, committing to nothing but remembering.
Themust of my problem was clear enough to me, and | didn't redlly want it any other way.

The large kitchen had had atable for eating at in it, but Indris had apparently decided her company
deserved to et in her father's dining hall. The room wastiny compared to my father's, of course, but for
ahouse that Size, bigger than what was usualy found in avillage, it was more than adequate. The board,
of agzeto fit the room, was being used double-sided, with chairs at each end and one in the middle of
each of thelong sides. Indris seemed to be adding the very last of the dishes as her father and | walked
in, leaving Kylin to come up to us alone. He was now dressed in dark gray trousers and atan shirt, both
of homespun that had seen better days, but there were no ruffles or fancy folds that his brown boots had
to work to overcome. With the new ouitfit, even hisred swordbelt |looked lessridiculous, and hisslvered



hilt didn't look ridiculous at al.

"| think these last couple of days have spoiled me," he said with asmile, looking down at me with eyes
brightened by lamplight. "I've spent these few hours we've been gpart missing you, and I'm glad you're
here now, especialy in that dress. It redlly suitsyou.”

"Not aswell asleathersdo,” | answered, looking away from him and making sure he didn't take my hand
the way hewastrying to do. "Assoon as| get home, I'll be changing back."

"No sensein sanding around, let'ssit down,” Vedin sad into the following silence, saving me from any
more of what

I'd just had to listen to. | hated it when my enemy spoke that way, making me fed strange and stupid,
digtracting me from what | knew | had to do. Reacting to nonsense like that made me mad, whichwasa
benefit any way you looked at it. When it comesto playing gameswith an enemy, mad is athousand
times better than stupid.

"Sofdtis, you St here" Indris said from the chair in the middle of the near side of the board, watching
camly aswe came toward her and pretending she hadn't heard anything of the recent exchange. "Kylin,
the place opposite Sofditsis yours, and father, yoursiswhereit dwaysis. Let's get to thisfood before it
goes cold and tasteless." Vedin waked around to the right of my place to hold ledris chair while she sat,
and | had to endure the same from man who was working hard not to be discouraged. Kylin the fact that
| wasignoring him and his efforts, and another minute or so everyone was "seated. Vedin poured the
winewhile Indris sarted the food passing around, and happily the cooking was more than good enough
to take my mind off everything else.

Our host and hostess carried most of the conversation during the meal, and after ashort whileit wasn't
difficult seeing that they had decided to "help out" just alittle. One or the other would ask Kylina
question, listen to hisanswer, and then try coaxing meinto joining the discussion. The object of their
solicitude did his own part in the effort, but 1'd decided that vast disinterest in everything discussed was
the most useful attitude | could have. Combined with distraction, it worked out very well.

"... and | can't understand what Prince Traffis expectsto gain from starting that war,” Indrissaid at one
point, taking up aremark made by Vedin. "Even if he happensto defeat the King, no one will accept him
aslegitimate ruler. Hell have every noble and peasant againgt him, every hand that can hold aweapon.
Without asingletie to any of the noble families and without asingle friend, ending the first war will win
him nothing but the start of a second.”

"Only aslong as he doesn't have any of those friends you just mentioned,” Kylin said, continuing with his
food even as he spoke. "If it turns out that he does have unexpected backing, there might not be enough
peoplewilling to start a second all-out war. The Kingdom will be occupied by hisforeign troops, well
have looting and rape and al kinds of brutdities to cope with, too many people will decide to change
Sdesjust to save their worthless necks, and no one will know who can be trusted. At that point,
whatever officids are left just might decide to salvage what they can by acknowledging Traffis and asking
him to curb hisfollowers. Once something like that startsit's usudly impossible to stop, and when the
fina dugt dears Traffiswill have the entire Kingdom."

"With only scattered pockets of resistance for histroops to handle whenever they please,” Indris said
with anod, disgust in her tone. "Yes, | know it can happen that way just asit hasin other places at other
times, so well have to hope Traffis does prove to be al done. What do you think, Sofdtis?*

"My Company didn't find histroops dl that hard to handle," | said with a shrug, paying more attention to
my wine than to what | was saying. "When | get back to the north, I'll make a specia effort to see that



there are alot fewer of them left to do any looting and raping afterward. If thereisthat sort of an
afterward.”

There was something of a slence after that, one | pretended | didn't notice, and then the man sitting
across from me made a sound showing the annoyance held been holding in for most of the medl.

"Tisah, | redlly am getting tired of repeating mysdlf,” Kylin said, the annoyance sharp in hisvoice. "Weve
been over thisand over it, but you still refuse to accept it like an adult. Y ou won't be going back north to
your Company, you'l be staying in the south and getting married. To me. Whether you admit it or not,
that'stheway it will be."

"What has the marriage got to do with anything?" | asked, leaning forward to ook over the sdlection of
small cakes standing on the table not far from me. "I may not have any choice about going through withit,
but it's come to me that that makes no redl differenceat dl. If | have to go through with the marriage |
will, and then I'll just go back to my Company. That way no one can throw any fits."

Having mentioned fits, | couldn't hel p noticing that the man who was so anxious to marry me was about
to have one of hisown. His skin darkened as hisfist closed tight around the copper goblet he held, and
his words broke through the change of subject Indris had been hadtily trying to make.

"The hdl you'll be going back to your Company after the wedding," he growled, hislight eyes darkening
even ashe stared a me. "'l don't believe in absentee wives, especidly not when it'sawar they plan on
being absent seeing to. Y oull stay with your hushand, just the way awifeis supposed to.”

"Sayswho?" | countered, laughing at him over the rim of my cup. "If I'm not mistaken, the Law has
nothing at al to say on the point so that means| can do as| please. Anyonetrying to stop me will have
only oneway of doingit, and | think we al know how that anyone feels about the oneway. I'm aBlade
and | intend acting like one - any time | fed likeit."

"The Law doesn't have to say anything about what awife does," he countered, hisleft hand closed
around the smaller bandage that now replaced the one I'd put on him the day before. "All wives do the
same, which iswhat she and her hushand decide shélll do. If you expect meto decideto let you ride off
wherever you please, you'l find the fault in your reasoning when dl that wine you've been swalowing
wears off."

"It takes alot more wine than thisto get me drunk,” | said, still purposely finding the conversation
extremey amusing. "l know because I've been drunk, just as1've been alot of other things Bladestend
to be. If the Law says| have to marry you then | will, but after that the choiceismine. Y ou won't have
any trouble making the proper excuses, will you?"

The smdl, hdf-hidden smile | gave him added fud to the fire just theway | expected it to, dready digging
away a the attraction he felt for the helplesslittle fema e he was so concerned about. If | killed the
attraction and concern together | knew 1'd have what | wanted and needed, but | had to be sure not to
notice the hurt and confusion shadowed behind his annoyance and irritation. He was nothing but an
enemy, and enemies deserved to be hurt and confused.

"I think it'stime | showed our guests my study,” Vedin said to Indris before my bristling antagonist could
decide on what to argue about next, risng from his chair with hiswine cup il in hishand. "Y oull rgjoin
uslater, of course”

"Certainly, father, as soon as I'm through with what needstaking care of," Indris answered with
pleasantness and anod, also rising from her chair. "No, no, Sofaitis, | won't hear of your helping me,
especidly sncel know how much you'll enjoy seeing my father's study. Y ou go dong with the others,



and Il joinyou,dl later when I'm ready.”

| hadn't wanted to go anywhere the argument would be able to continue, but the single delaying tactic I'd
found it possible to think of had been shot down like asolitary, low-flying bird. It was either be rudeto
my hosts by smply walking out of the room and ignoring where they wanted meto go, or Staying with it
and bracing against the time I'd need to launch another attack. From Kylin's expression | knew beyond
doubt that we would beinto it again sooner or later, but | dso knew that no matter how distasteful |
found the Situation, | had to stay with it. Walking away would probably ruin everything I'd done until then,
and | had even less stomach for starting over.

"Wadll, if you're sure you don't need the help,” | said to Indris, then turned to Vedin with asmile as| got
to my feet. "I think my curiogity isaroused. Isyour study the place this house's weapons are kept? |
couldn't help noticing that for an armorer's house that a priest of Evon now livesin, thereisn't muchinthe
way of sted showing."

"My daughter and | have our persond wegpons, but we've lost the habit of wearing them,” Vedin
answered, putting ahand out to me before beginning to lead the way out of the room. "Aside from that,
whatever Javin completed before he died haslong since been sold. Indrisand | both felt that to keep his
find efforts as some sort of tribute to his memory would have been not only unnecessary, but totaly
againg that very same memory. No one who knew Javin will ever forget him, most especidly not the
woman who loved him and whom heloved, and hiswork was meant to be used, not hung on awall
somewhere like things that have no other, more important purpose. His weaponswill save livesthat
inferior weapons would have logt, and that's the only tribute to his memory he would have wanted.”

Asl followed Vedin toward the back of the house | nodded in agreement with what he'd said, but
couldn't help fedling agood dedl of disappointment. If | wanted to solve my problem of being unarmed, it
looked likerifling the rooms of my hostswas the only way | wasgoingto doit.

We walked through a narrow hall that waslit only by asmal lamp at itsfar end, the dimness making it
seem that the hall dead-ended at the lamp without giving access to anything other than that |lamp and the
wall it hung on. We were nearly at the end and | was about to say something, when Vedin moved to the
left and opened adoor | hadn't been able to see sooner. Once | wason top of it | could seeit easily
enough, and then | forgot everything elsein favor of what it opened on.

"Thisismy study,” Vedin announced unnecessarily, stepping completely aside so as not to block sight of
any part of the room. It wasn't very large, but as| moved through the doorway | could see that dmost
every inch of wall space was| taken up by shields, shields of every size and description, of every color of
every House, of countries| recognized and those | didn't. The floor was polished wood and black |eather
chairs sood around with an occasiond table or two, but nothing else was in the way to distract someone
from al those beautiful shields. | turned inadow circle, trying to takeit in al at once, and then Kylin
mentioned the point I'd noticed dmost immediately.

"They'red| broken," he said, turning dowly the way | was doing, just as cagptured as| was. "They must
al have come from different battlefields. How many of their ownerslived through whatever broke their
shidds?'

"Unfortunately, not many," Vedin answered, his voice sounding sad. "'In some countries, no gentleman
enters battle without ashield showing his device, and after awhile, when his reputation has begun
growing, that brings him those who will search out known fightersin a battle. The more well-known his
device, the greater the number who will seek him, and after a certain amount of time the numbers haveto
go againgt even the best.”



"I've heard of the custom,” | said, looking at one long shield that had obvioudy taken alance or spear in
its center. The device was awild cat of some sort, golden on abar of red, but the weapon that had
entered it had obliterated the head and face of the cat. "I've never considered it avery smart custom, not
when the boast of who you are can quickly make it become who you were."

"Even the mogt cautiousfighter tendsto suffer from the same blind spot,” Vedinsad witha
sadness-banishing chuckle. "If you're a Blade, then | have gold to wager on the fact that you wore your
Company's medallion right out where everyone could seeit, especidly if you happen to be amember of a
Fist. Do you need to betold that the stone indicating aFist draws as many chalengers as dmost any
device you might see here?"

"No," | admitted with a chuckle of my own, glancing around to share the amusement showing in hislight,
piercing eyes. "'l am amember of aFist, o 1'd be afool to take your bet. The ones who were amost
sure they could take one of us went after Jak or Foist or Ham, while the ones who were utterly
convinced went after Rull. | usudly got the oneswho were alittle less than dmost sure, the oneswho
thought they were playing it safejust in case. It never occurred to them that if | couldn't handleiit,
someone would have proved that long before they got there.”

An odd sound came from the third person in the room, and Vedin and | looked around to see that Kylin
had turned his attention from the shields and was walking dowly back and forth acrossthe floor. It was
amog asif hewereforcing himself to walk dowly and camly, forcing himself to let go of very great
anger, and | couldn't imagine what waswrong with him. Vedin's eyes suddenly filled with half-amused
compassion as he rubbed at his face with two fingers, and then he turned toward the part of the room
that wasto the far left of the door we'd entered by.

"Why don't you two come over here, and I'll pour usdl somewine | don't share with just anyone," he
said, moving to alarge, round table surrounded by chairs, "1 dso have something rather specia to show
you, and since astory goes dong with it the wine can be considered a necessity.”

There were five well-stuffed black leather chairs around the table, but what was on the table did more to
take one's attention than the prospect of stting comfortably. Aside from acrysta pitcher and haf adozen
crysta goblets, thetable held ablack leather box trimmed heavily with silver. The box wasn't quitelong
enough to take a decent-sized dagger, but it was about eight inches high or more, and the top of it was
hinged asif it wereaminiature trunk. The keyholein itsfront, just below where thetop of it met the
body, seemed more ornate than most keyholes tend to be, leading an observer to wonder what sort of
key it took to open the box.

"Now, that'swhat | call interesting,” Kylin said as hejoined us at the table, letting his eyes move over the
box. Whatever had been bothering him aminute ago seemed to be gone now, and | couldn't help noticing
that he was very close on my right. If | hadn't been dert for amove like that he might have boxed mein,
but hisversion of tactics did nothing more than accomplish his own outflanking. When he accepted acup
of winefrom Vedin and sat down in the chair right besde me, he looked up to see that I'd moved to my
|eft before accepting a cup, and was therefore taking my own seat with an empty chair between us. He
then had the choice of making himsdf look foolish by moving, or staying where he was. A moment of
thought convinced him to stay where he was, but the lamplight reflected the darkening of hiseyes.

"Yes, interesting iswhat | thought too when | first saw the box," Vedin agreed with Kylin's commert,
gtting to my left with his own silverfilled goblet. The crystd of the cup let the color of the wine show
through, making it sparkle and flow as though we held cupfuls of moonlight. "It came to me anumber of
years ago, from the man who had done most to put an edge on my battle skills - and who had also been
apriest of Evon. It had been years since I'd seen him last, and startled istoo mild aword to describe
what | felt when he sent for me. | hadn't even known he wasin Gerfid, the town near where my unit was



fighting”

Vedindid forward in his chair and reached to the box, using onefinger to gently flip openitslid. The
ingde of the box was lined with black velvet, and when | dso leaned forward just alittle | could seethe
pure, shining slver of what lay on the velvet. For aningant it flamed so bright | could make out nothing
but the fact of silver, and then the glow settled down to separate into-two silver bracers!

"But they'renot apair,” | said, feding, even as| said the words, that the protest was incorrect. It
somehow seemed that the two bracers, mismatched in size though they were, belonged not smply
together but dmost in the same volume of air. If they had both been the same size, | think | would have
looked for the mirror reflecting the image of asingle cretion.

"They may not be apair, but they have an interesting story behind them," Vedin said, now sitting back
and spping at hiswine. "They were the reason my friend had sent for me, knowing as he did that he was
dying. Go aheed, the two of you. | don't mind if you try them."

It came to me then that Kylin was aso leaning forward in his chair, astaken by the sight of the bracersas
| was. | didn't know about him, but it had been dl | could do to keep my hand from reaching out to the
glowing beauty of what the box contained, asthough | were asmal child entranced by the glory of a
flower or butterfly. | put down the goblet of my untasted wine and wiped my palms on the skirt of my
dress, knowing | ought to be assuring Vedin that | didn't have to touch something that beautiful to
appreciateit. | knew |

should refuse that outrageous a liberty even though it was so fredly offered, but | found that | couldntt. |
licked dry lips and tried to make the words come out, but smply couldn't. | had to touch that silver glory,
| smply had to.

| couldn't swear that my hand wasn't trembling as | reached down toward the box, and was only faintly
aware of the fact that another hand was reaching at the same time from my right. I'd thought at first that
the box wasn't large enough to accommodate two hands reaching into it, but | had did my fingersinside
the smaller bracer and waslifting it out when | redlized that the same was being done with the other. For
the briefest instant | was aware of that, and then | was aware of nothing but the silver magnificence | held.

Whoever had made that bracer had to be as much of an artisan asan armorer. It was engraved with the
most complex design | had ever seen, a pattern that sent my gaze deep into itsintricacies and logt it there,
forcing it to retreat in confusion rather than letting it find itsway out. The bracer itself wasthick, agood
quarter inch of weight my fingers hadn't been expecting, worth asmall fortunein coin if it was silver
through and through, worth agood ded lessto afighter if it was. Silver istoo soft ameta to stand up
well in the place it would be needed, especialy as abracer, doubly especidly with anyone who had been
trained to use abracer in place of ashidld. | could imagineit bresking adong with thearm it clung to at the
first heavy blow it was asked to stop, but then the image flickered and disappeared. Something about the
bracer said it would not fail, no matter how hard ablow cameto it, and its beauty would not let me
dishdieve.

It wasthefingers of my right hand that held it up while | inspected it closdly, but it wasthe fingers of my
left did began working their way through the bracer's curving sides, pulling my wrist and arm after them.
For amoment | was upset that | was dipping it on, feding barely worthy enough to be allowed to look at
it, but then | remembered that Vedin had said | could try it. The meta was cool and as smooth asfine
slk, not aburr or arough spot that my skin could detect, and once it wason it fet alot lighter than it had
when I'd smply been holding it. It wasn't terribly big, stretching no more than six inches or so up my arm,
but its curving sdesheld it tightly in place, dmost asthough it were deliberatdly wrapping itself dl around
and holding on. When | turned my arm over there was almost no skin showing between the curve of its



edges, which for some reason wasfaintly surprising.

"They seem to fit you two rather well, don't they?' Vedin said, and it came to me that those were thefirst
words he'd said in quite sometime. | glanced up to seethat Kylin had also put on the bracer held taken
from the box, and that he looked as though he'd just avakened from deep. "They aren't silver, of course,
only madeto look likeit, and the cost isthe least of it. Who would want to go into battle wearing silver
bracers?’

"Noonel know," Kytin said with asmall laugh, looking down again &t the bracer on hisarm. | couldn't
help doing the same, and then | laughed too. The bracer was beautiful, al right, but now that 1 looked at
it moreclosdly, | could seethat slver wasthe last thing it was.

"These bracers cameto my friend as part of alegend,” Vedin sad, Spping with enjoyment a hiswine.
"While hewasin full hedth he never believed any part of the legend, but once he began aling it seemed
to prey on hismind. Hed been given the box by an old friend of hismany years earlier, just before that
old friend had died. That'swhen hefirst heard the story, and by the time | reached him he was burningly
desperate to pass both story and box aong to me. Please drink up, | think you'll find thiswine worth the
lating.”

| saw | wasn't donein having put my glass of wine down, and smiled to mysdlf over how absurdly eager
I'd been to try on a bracer that was pretending to be silver. Thewinewas silver, asilver classer from the
eastern mountains, and once 1'd retrieved my cup and tasted it saw that Vedin wasright. It wasworth a
good dedl morethan asingle sip, and possibly even more than abracer that fit too well to bered sliver.

"It seemsthat the story involved is one you may have heard before” Vedin said, amiling at the very
positive reactions to his specid wine. "Most people have heard the legend of the time the gods battled,
one or two of them trying to establish supremacy over the rest. Evon's men were caught up in that war,
either asinnocent victims of the forces unleashed by the terrible meetings, or astools of the god or gods
they followed. Those were the times whole forests went up in flames, flowing rivers suddenly went dry,
and entire sections of the eastern mountains were thrown shattered to the ground.”

"| doubt if there's anyone alive who wasn't raised hearing those stories,” Kylin said with agrin, the
reaction of most educated people of our time who spoke of the legend. "I've heard it said that most of
those thingsredlly did happen, but not for the reason the old storytdlersinag."

"The storytellersdso ingst that belief in the war has been taken away from men, so that it can be started
up again someday," Vedin said, matching Kylin'sgrin. "Whatever the truth, the legend goes on to say
that Evon wasinvolved in that war in some way, and came down to our world to live among men for a
time. While he was here he made avery specia panoply, weapons and armor meant to be used againgt
the spreading of evil, forging thelot and crafting it only partly in theway of men. Every bit of it was made
of dlver, but certainly not of ordinary slver, and when thelast piece of it was done he called a selected
number of hisfollowersto him. These followers he named his priests, and into the care of each he gavea
different part of the panoply, instructing them to carry the parts out into the world, to find those who were
worthy of bearing those partsinto battle against the evil which threatened men and gods aike.”

"Which, I've heard, isthe reason priests of Evon don't preach like priests of other gods,” | put in, adding
my own amusement to the general amaosphere. "They'll council other followers of Evon, but they don't
preach because they have that other, more important task given them. | supposeit's never occurred to
those who say that, that priests of Evon don't have to preach. Only weapons-wieldersfollow Evon, and
becoming afighter or aBladeisaconverson of sortsin itsdf.”

"That'svery true," Vedin said with asmile, completdy relaxed in hischair. "If someoneisto learn



weapons skill and become any good &t it, the basic decision hasto come from him, not from someone
talking himinto it. Priests of Evon don't have anything to preach about, so we spend our time offering
advice, marrying people, fighting with our units - and discussing legends.

"Which brings us back to the legend we've been discussing. Once the origina war was over, with Evon's
side having won, the pieces of the panoply were supposed to have been returned into the care of his
priests, to be held until the next time they were needed. An interesting aspect of the legend saysthat if
someone atracts one part of the panoply to himin time of need, other parts of it will be drawn to that
oneif other worthy wielders aren't to be easily had. | don't really understand how that's supposed to
happen, any more than | understand how the pieces are supposed to be able to - divide themsalves, you
might say - to double their number in case there are two to be outfitted. The whole thing isfascinating, to
say theleast."

"And that's the story you weretold by your friend," Kylin said, his expression matching the priest's
interest. "If it were true and you were the new custodian of a part of the panoply, you'd have to be out
there in the world now, looking for people who were worthy of wearing Evon's gifts, instead of Sitting
back comfortably in thishouse. Y ou could hardly expect them to show up in thisvillage, and if | werein
your place| don't mink I'd care for having to leave here. Y ou must be glad the gods haven't decided to
gotowar again."

"Oh, yes, more than glad,” Vedin agreed soberly, but for some reason there was aglint of amusement in
hisvery light eyes. "And you're right, of course, about not being able to expect the worthy to smply walk
up to my door and knock. Being young and afighter during the time the gods go to war must be atime of
living lifetoitsfullest, but I'm afraid I'm past the age for atrue appreciation of something like that. Battle
losesits matchless gppedl, when it's your sons and grandsons who must face it rather than yourself.

Y ou're happy for them and in no way envious, but it isn't quite the same.”

"I can understand that,” | said, wondering at the odd look that flickered briefly in hiseyes, dmost a
combination of fear and sadness. "Being in a battle yoursalf is much better, than standing back and
watching other people doing the fighting. Y ou might say it getsin your blood."

"Y ou might also say it sometimes getsthe blood out of you," the big fool to my right put in, sounding
annoyed, jumping in asthough I'd been talking to him aswell asto Vedin. "There comesatimein
everyoneslife when they have to leave the games of childhood for the responsibilities of an adult. It's
natura to fed regret over theloss, but no red adult triesto hang onto the playthings of a child.”

Vedinraised hiscup to hislipsagain, but not before | caught the beginnings of asmile of amusement.
Apparently he understood what Kylin was talking about, and found something funny init. I, however,
hadn't the faintest idea of what his babbling was supposed to mean, so | had no trouble ignoring it.

"Do you think your friend gave you the bracersfor areason?' He asked Vedin, till looking only at him.
"I mean, other than the fact that he was dying and felt that he had to passthem on?"

"It's possible he chose me because he knew of my collection,” Vedin answered, waving ahand at the
walls around us and what they held. "I've been collecting broken shidds since | was very young, visting
other lands to see what sightsthey had to offer. | couldn't keep them with me, of course, but Indris
mother lived in acity in those days, so sending them to her to keep for me was more expensive than
difficult. During oneleave | took my friend home with me, and the collection was the second thing |
showed him."

"What wasthefirg?' | asked, wondering what he might have had that was more exciting than those
fascinaing shidds.



"Thefird wasmy sons,” he said with agentle smile, hislight gaze holding mine. "A manisaways
proudest of his sons and daughters, aswell as of the woman who gave them to him. My woman would
be with me yet, if Evon hadn't found aneed for her at Home. Indris cameto uslong past the time her
brothers were grown and gone on their way in the world, ablessing for us but not for her. Shewas still a
very smal child when her mother was called Home, which made it necessary for her to be raised by her
father. Poor thing, she was a Blade almost as soon as she could walk, courtesy of aman who didn't have
enough eseto occupy him. | find it amatter of great pride that she managed her life with asmuch
happiness as she has, and now enjoys my company. Her mother must have watched over us, for her to
have turned out aswell asshedid.”

"But what's wrong with her having been aBlade?' | asked, confused over what he'd said - and how held
sdit.

"It's an accomplishment not every woman can claim, but you makeit sound asif thereésa- taint - of
somesorttoit.”

"No, child, not ataint,” he answered, having no trouble finding the words he wanted. "A woman's
achieving Blade statusis a proud thing, but Indris did it because | wasthereto train her, because she
adored her father and wanted to be like him - and because she found no other choice for her
temperament. There are women who are happy being nothing more than wivesto men, and they're the
lucky ones, the oneswho are able to find contentment. With all the strides we've made in the world,
we've as yet to find a place for those who need additiona contentment, the pleasure of ajob well done
or acontribution made. In this great age of advancement and enlightenment, when man can make fragile
glass strong enough to be used to eat and drink from but still appear beautiful, awoman of deeper needs
than most is till forced to make a choi ce between those needs. Sheisn't allowed to be everything a
woman can be, she must be onething or the other. A Fistmate or awife, a Blade or amother. Why can't
she be both?"

"Being aBladeisto befree, being awifeisto be chained down like a domesticated animal or apet,” |
answered at once, even though | was sure he hadn't asked the question expecting it to be answered.
"Not every woman wants to be awife and amother, and demanding it of those who want no part of it
amply isnt fair. It'sworse than demanding that those satisfied women leave their homes and children and
go out to train with weaponswould be. If no onetried to force things on those who were unwilling, this
world would be amuch better place.”

"Now, that | can agree with wholeheartedly,” he said, showing afaint grin. "The only part of your
contention I'm having trouble with is the part about unwillingness. If awoman hastried being awife and
mother and has found that it isn't for her, no one can argue with her decision. It is, after dl, based on
experience. What basisis being used, though, by awoman who hasn't tried it hersalf? Hearsay? The
opinions of others? Guesswork? How far would bases like that take you in a battle?"

"I don't haveto swallow poison to know | want no part of it," | came back, suddenly aware of dl the
slence coming from my right as soon as the new direction of the conversation became gpparent. "Indris
was a Blade who made her own decision as to what would make her happy. All | ask - demand - isthat
| be given thesameright.”

"Rights are never given, only earned,” Vedin said, "but that isn't the point weretrying to get clear here.

Y ou say Indris made her own decision and you'reright in that, but she didn't find her happiness aone.
Being married to most men probably would have made her miserable, but luckily Javin wasn't most men.
He shared his own work with her while their children were very smdll, used her help to test many of the
blades he forged, then stood beside her when it came timeto train their offspring. She was never made to
fed that the skill she had acquired was afoolish waste of time that could have been more profitably used



to learn sawing or cooking or cleaning. The acceptance Javin gave her was complete, helping her to be
whole. Where would awoman find chaining, if she shared her life with aman like that?*

"How many Javins do you expect thereto be?" | asked in amutter, looking down into my crystal goblet
and the smal amount of wineleftinit. | till wanted nothing to do with marriage, and wanted even lessto
continue the discussion with Vedin. Hewas only trying to help, | knew, but | didn't want hishelp - or
anyone ese's. | would take care of my problemsin my own way - as soon as | could think of one.

"Maybe there are more Javins around than you know," another voice chimed in, acalm voice belonging
to someone who had been letting Vedin do hisarguing for him. "How can you tell, when you refuse to
give anyone the smalest chanceto proveit to you? | can understand being afraid of something or not
trusting it, but | can't understand running from it without first trying to find out if it can be bested. No one
can blame someone who triestheir best and then fails, but what are you expected to think about a person
who won't even try? What would you think of them?"

The question hung inthe air to my right, adirectioninwhich I refused to look, and Vedin just sat in his
chair waiting, making no effort to give an answer of hisown. | could see | was supposed to admit I'd
been unthinkingly crud, cowardly in my actions, and considerably short of adult behavior; it'spossblel
was even expected to gpologize. |

was redly tempted to get into the questions of cowardice and crudty, but my primary aim wasto destroy
concern and caring. I'd dmost forgotten that again, which made me nearly as annoyed with mysdlf as|
was with the fool who couldn't even take advantage of awoman without starting to fed something for
her.

"What | think isthat | tend to admire people who refuse to dash their wrists or jump off aroof smply to
seewhat will happen,” | said after amoment, then finished the last of my wine. "Why leave something you
enjoy for something you hate, just because other people think you ought to enjoy that latter something?
And who says| haveto give anyone a chance to do whatever it isthey want to do? Tak about ahell of a
way to run abattle. Thiswineisredly excdlent, Vedin. Would you be willing to part with another small
taste of it?'

The amilel gavethe priest was a caculated one, designed to show that | wasn't blaming him for having
tried to help. He wasn't aware of what wasredly going on, after dl, so how was heto know hishelp
wasn't caled for? The young - old man sighed as he got to hisfeet, as though disappointed about
something, but what came from my right was awordless growl.

"Try to keep on being patient, Kylin," Vedin said as he reached for the wine pitcher, flicking the lid of the
box closed with onefinger to get it out of hisway first. "When you spend alot of time dreading
something, it isn't easy to suddenly turn around and accept it. Give her at least the same amount of time,
and everything will work out the way you want it to."

"| il don't understand why your friend gave you the bracers” | said, determined to change the
conversation, holding my goblet out for the nearing pitcher. "All the shieldsin your collection are broken,
s0 the new additions don't fit. And why aren't there two of each size, instead of only one?"

"I'm trying to be patient, Vedin, but at timesit doesn't work well," Kylin said, rising to hisfeet to put a
hand to the pitcher before it could pour any of the silver wineinto my cup. "1 think sheand | need to talk
thisout, at least asfar aswe can. If you don't mind, well go to our room now."

"Forget about anyone else minding,” | snapped, finaly outraged enough to spesk to the fool directly. Out
of deference to my neck | also stood, and put my useless goblet down on the table, where it would be
better protected from the urge to throw it. "1 was never asked if | wanted to share aroom with anyone,



and wouldn't have agreed even if | had been asked. If there aren't enough roomsto go around, I'll usethe
stable out back. Asamatter of fact, I'd prefer it."

"If you're in one room and I'm in another, how are we supposed to talk?" he came back, trying again to
sound reasonable and logical. The cam he was|ooking down at mewith didn't stretch across the short
distance between us, and even seemed to affect mein exactly the opposite way.

"Why in Evon's name would | want to talk to you?' | asked very ddiberatdly, trying to feed my own
emotions back across the space. "I know you probably haven't yet noticed, but | don't happen to like
you. And if thereés till any question about where I'll be deeping tonight, | have my own suggestion to
make on the subject, agood ded better than my stable suggestion.”

| turned away from hisvery patient Sgh that rubbed my own patience raw and bloody, and gave my
attention to aVedin who was standing quietly and smply listening after having put the pitcher down. The
man obvioudy considered himsalf no more than a concerned spectator, but | was prepared to change
that considerably.

"It appears | need aplaceto deep tonight, Vedin,” | said, moving afull step closer to him whileletting
our gazes meet. "If you have no other plans of your own, I'd appreciate the chanceto - get to know you
better."

A woman among men learns to know just how much interest the men around her happen to be fedling,
and by that stlandard | knew at once that VV esiin was anything but reluctant. A faint smileturned hislips
that was echoed in his eyes, and the way he looked at me said he would be more than happy to oblige. |
waited for the words, beginning to redlize that the time would turn out to be more than just an escape
from an unpleasant Stuation, but the words that came weren't from him.

"You cant dothat," | heard from behind me, the shadow of agrowl back in hisvoice. "Asyour
betrothed | have the right to share aroom and a bed with you; no one else has that sameright. Y ou can't
gowith anyonedse."

"AsaBlade, | can do anything | damned well please,” | said without turning, closing my fists againgt the
hurt | could hear in him. He had no right to be hurt, no right &t al, not when he was an enemy! Why
couldn't he belike other enemies, and smply not careat al? "1 told you what Blades were like, but
apparently you didn't believe me. Now you'll be able to see for yourself how a Blade takes care of seeing
to her needs”

"That's absolutdly it," he said as| raised ahand to stroke Vedin'sface, and then there were fingers on my
arm, keeping my hand from itsintended destination. | was pulled around hard to face a very angry
enemy, and then sight of him was gone and | was up on his shoulder! | screamed in outrage and tried to
strugglefree, but hisfurious strength refused to dlow it.

"| trust you remember where your roomis?* Vedin said with an infuriating calm as the beast turned away
from him and began striding toward the door. "And | hope the rest of the night turns out to be quieter and
more pleasant for both of you."

That neither of us answered him didn't seem to bother him in the least, and the last glimpse | had was of
him chuckling and reaching for the pitcher of wine. After that we were out the door and back in the
narrow hdl, and dl thekicking and fighting | did accomplished nothing at all. | was carried dong likea
sack of oats, back to the front of the house and up to the second floor.

While I'd been spending my timein Indris sitting room, Kylin had apparently been given atour of the
house. | was carried up the stairs and past nestly whitewashed walls to aroom he approached without



hesitation, taken insde, and then turned so the door might be closed behind us. A small lampon a

beds de table made the neat room look welcoming and homey, its white and brown and pink and blue
and yellow al softened to gentle shadows and easy color. | got no more than aglimpse of that before it
was out of my range of vision again, and then the closed door was retreating behind still-angry strides. |
pounded again at the back under my fists, continuing to draw nothing in the way of response, and then
yelped as | was suddenly dropped. Landing on my back on the soft bed was amost as disconcerting as
landing on the hard floor would have been, and by thetime | struggled up the monster was Sitting beside
me on the bed to my |eft.

"Y ou had no right embarrassing our host just because you have an argument with me" | wastold ina
very flat way, anger flickering behind dark-light eyes. "It'stime you learned what to expect if you ever try
something likethat again.”

| tried to avoid the big hands that came to my arms, tried to fight them when they closed on me despite
my efforts, but it was al awaste of strength. | was drawn face down across hislap, held in place by my
right arm, and then he actudly began spanking me! | suddenly remembered the time Jak had donethe
samething to me, right after afight in which I'd done something extremely stupid, his anger too greet to
be relieved by mere yelling. It had been pure luck that | hadn't been killed in the fight, and held taken my
|eathers down and whacked me rasy, to teach me in the most unforgettable way possible not to do the
same again. AsKylin'sbig hand rose and fell, landing hard every timeit landed, | couldn't get rid of the
fedling that it was happening again, that | was being punished for doing something redlly bad. | twisted
dlently in degp humiliation, hating him for doing that to me, but dso hating myself for thinking I somehow
deserved it. | hadn't done anything to deserveit, al I'd done was hurt an enemy!

When Jak had done the spanking it hadn't ended for quite some time, but possibly held been angrier than
Kyin wasright then. After adozen or so smacksit was aoruptly over, and | was pulled up to knedl
straight on the bed beside him.

"If | ever haveto do that again, | won't be nearly asgentle as| wasthistime," he said, aghost of the
growl ill in hisvoice and eyes. "Now get out of your clothes and into that bed.”

"I won't..." | began, rubbing at what the full skirt of my dress hadn't redlly protected me from, just short
of trembling with everything | wasfeding. | didn't want to do anything he was involved with or cared to
suggest, but the two words were dl | was able to get to.

"But youwill," heinterrupted at once, turning to look at me after having risen from the bed. ™Y ou were
the one who didn't want to talk, so we won't be doing any talking. If you make me repeat mysdlf, you
won't liketheway | doit.”

He turned away again to continue circling the bed, and - | suddenly found that | couldn't do anything but
lower my head and begin opening my dress. For thefirst timein many years| felt like putting my facein
my hands and crying, but that was the onevictory I'd die before giving him.

It didn't take very long to get out of the dress and unlace my sandals, and then | smply lay down on top
of the very soft quilts the bed was covered with. My back wasto the man | could hear moving around on
the far sde of the bed, had been to him the whole time, and then the lamp was blown dark and another
body was lying down behind me.

"Since you have needs to be taken care of, it's my duty to see that it'sdone," he said, and ahand was
suddenly on my middle, an arm resting on mine. "I'll try harder thistimeto do thejob right, but if it
doesn't work you'reto tell me. Theleast awoman in your position deserves is aman who can satisfy her
in bed, especialy when he can't ssem to manage it outside of one. If it ill turns out not to be any good



for you, I'll - try talking to someoneto seewhat it is|'m doing wrong.”

| didn't move at the touch of that warm, gentle hand on me, but | suddenly redlized there were tears
streaming down my face, tears only the dark around me could see. It wasn't fair, it wasn't, and it hurt so
much | wanted to die of the pain. But dying was the easy way, a path only the common-born were
allowed to tread, a path denied to those who were noble. Noble. When my body began shuddering with
the sobs | couldn't hold in he moved closer and held metight in gentle arms, and that madeit dl a
thousand times worse, a thousand times more painful. | deserved that pain, | knew | did, and aso knew
I'd never find away to make it stop.

When Indris heard the sound of footsteps going upstairs, she left what few dishes and things she hadn't
yet put away and went hurriedly to her father's study. In the past it had been a habit with her to stop and
look around whenever she entered the study, but that night she was too excited to indulge in the usud.

"Father, tell me quickly, I'm dying to know," she said as soon as she was through the door, keeping her
voice down but unable to keep the excitement out of it. "I knew it had to be one of them as soon as|
saw them, but which onewasit?"

Her father had been standing with acup of winein hishand, staring sghtlesdy at thewall, most certainly
not staring at what was on the wall. He knew his collection of shields so well he could see them even
when they weren't in front of him, so she knew he had to have been staring at something else entirely. He
smiled when he heard her question, more amused than she thought held be, but she had to admit she was
sounding agood ded younger than she thought she would.

"Would you believe, daughter mine, that both of them were chosen?' he asked, turning his head to look
at her with sparkling blue eyes. "When | opened the box to show them the bracers, we found two single
onesof different sizes. It wasall | could do to conced my surprise.”

"Both of them," Indris said, walking more dowly forward to achair near her father before Sitting rather
heavily. "I hadn't known that could happen, hadn't even thought about it. Now - what are they going to
do?'

"They'll answer the summonsjust asthey're supposed to,” her father replied, moving closeto put agentle
hand to her hair. "I know it would have been easier on them if only one had been chosen, but the decision
wasn't ours. And that girl dmost broke through part of the deflection aura, asking questions about
something she was supposed to have forgotten as soon as it was on her and the subject was changed.

I'm hoping it was just her desperation to avoid talking to Kylin and about their relationship, but I'm afraid
it might be one of the reasons she was chosen. She may have some - extra ability of some sort, that will
play akey part in what inevitably must follow."

"The battles behind thewar," Indris said with asigh, leaning back in her chair. "Battlesthat will certainly
be worse than the open war itself. Now they'll undoubtedly be separated, sent in different directionsto
serve different purposes.

I'm sure the thought of that would make Sofdltis happy, but | wonder if it redly will."

"Don't be so surethey'll be separated,” her father answered, pouring acup of wine for her before sitting
inachair with hisown. "I told them the story of the legend, of course, but | gave them the version
everyone'sfamiliar with rather than the true one. Evon didn't make afull panoply, remember, he made
only theright half of everything. Theleft haf gppeared asamirror image cometo life, agleaming
reflection of the sllver which isthe symboal of his purity of purpose. Once it was done no one could tell the
differencein theredity of one side as opposed to the other, but I've dwaysfelt there was a particular
reason he did that. Those bracers are linked in some way, one inseparably to the other, so Sofdtis may



not be asfree of Kylin asyou believe."

"Or as shethinks shewantsto be," Indris said with anod, still concerned as she sipped her wine but
neverthelessfaintly relieved. "Were you able to find out what the troubl e is between them, the redl
problem that poor gir! keeps skirting around? | tried during her bath, but her mind did away to examineit
aone, leaving me behind a dammed-closed door.”

"I was hoping | might have the opportunity, but it didn't turn out that way," Vedin said, shaking his head
with faint frugtration. " Sofdtis thought she could avoid having to share Kylin's accommodations by
offering to share mine, but she doesn't seem to know much about the man she's bound to. If I'd agreed |
probably would have had to fight him, he's feeling that insecure about her. I'm convinced her absolute
refusal has something to do with the covert war flowing around us, and if | could have spoken to her |
might have been able to resolve the problem.”

"Isthat dl you would have done with her?" Indris asked, her expression very carefully innocent. " Spoken
with her?'

"Shel'san infant, you hellion, even more so than you," Vedin answered with a snort, then shifted to agrin.
"But she'san infant with an ingtinct about men, and wouldn't have been surprised by anything that
happened. When aman holds awoman in his arms after they've blended souls, she's much more likely to
tell him things she wouldn't have spoken of under other circumstances.” His amusement had been fading,
and by then it was dl gone. " She hasto be feding much, much more for Ky(in than shell admit evento
hersdlf. It wasn't disgust that made her avoid even the touch of hishand, far fromit, and | wish | could
have done something. I'm certain they're suffering for no redl reason, except asvictims of thewar.”

"Maybe - maybeit's part of the hidden war,” Indris said dowly, distress returning to her as she leaned
forward to look at her father. "Maybe it's happened because they were meant to be summoned. If that's
true, they haven't any chance together at dl.”

"Indris, child, the hidden war is being fought to preserve decency, not destroy it or make it just another
tool for the users," Vedin sad, hiswords assured despite the faint doubt that had crept into his eyes. "We
have to believe that so low athing would not be done to two innocent children, or the war will aready
have been lost-by us.”

"Unlesstheresa pecia purpose we haven't been dlowed to see,” Indris returned, finding more comfort
in the depths of the slver winethen in her father'swords. "I hope with everything in me that youreright,
Father, but there are too many things happening that we can't see. | don't haveto tell you how many lives
areruined by even the most well-intentioned wars, theirsjust might be two of them.”

Indris waited to hear Vedin disagree with her, but the silver wine had absorbed two pairs of eyes, and
nothing further came but deeper silence.

Chapter Twelve

When my eyes opened to the light of anew day, | wasrdieved to find that | wasn't comfortable despite
the soft bed, and | hadn't forgotten anything of what went on before | dept. It's more than disconcerting
to wake up happy only to discover you have nothing to be happy about, but hopefully those days were

over. | woke up asmiserable as1'd been before | dept, which isahell of athing to fedl pleased with.

| moved around under the quilt in the cool morning air, aso relieved to discover that | wasaone. My
bedmate of the night before was gone along with his clothes, having left so quietly | hadn't heard him go.
Not that it really mattered if he was there or not, | was sure he hadn't gone far. He wouldn't have gone
far, not after what had happened between us before we dept, not after 1'd ruined everything I'd been



trying to accomplish.

| brought a hand up to my mouth quickly, holding in the moan of pain, refusingto let it free. If it escaped |
knew | would be crying again, just theway 1'd cried in the dark during the night. Asif crying would solve
anything, or make what 1'd done go away, or turn me back into a decent human being from the sickening
thing I'd become. | was usdless and worthless, without any trace of honor or shred of decency, and my
father had been right to laugh at the idea of naming me hisheir.

| turned under the quilt to bury my facein the pillow, wishing | could stay that way |ong enough to
smother and die. He was an enemy, for Evon's sake, committed to doing harm to my family and
everything we cared about, but when he held mein hisarmsal | wanted wasto give mysdlf to him
without reservation, without criticism, without restraint. | could gtill fed the strength in hisarmsand
shoulders and body, thewarmth in hislips, the unending pleasure of hislovemaking. He used me more
completely than any man I'd ever known, but never tried to keep most of the pleasure for himsdlf. From
first to last hisintention wasto share, but the moment he entered me | knew | was his, whether | cared to
be or not, whether he shared or not. It wastotaly beyond meto refuse -

But he was my enemy!

The moan forced itsway free at last, but was absorbed by the pillow just before | had to turn my head
and bresthe. Every time| tried hurting him al 1 did was hurt mysdlf more, and after last night I'd never
again be ableto tell him he couldn't satisfy me. He would have had to have died in order to missit, and |
could testify to thefact that he hadn't died. | was so terribly, horribly disgusted with mysdif, to let an
enemy reach melikethat, to be so pliable that | would betray everything | loved in exchange for nothing
but the satisfaction of my body.

Likeasmall, mindlessfemade, good for nothing but giving men rides and having their babies.
Not awoman, who at least had her pride no matter what she found it necessary - or desirable - to do.
Femade, low, stinking, squirming, totaly usdessfemalel

The sdf-hatred and loathing stirred me ashort way out of the misery, but not nearly far enough. | turned
onto my left sdewith asigh, looking at the bright, cheerful sunshine pouring in through the window,
incapable of sharing its warmth and happiness. | knew | was looking at the sunshine of the day 1'd be
getting home, and was so depressed | almost couldn't bear it. The only thing | could do when | did get
home wastell my father everything, leaving it to him to decide what was to be done. It would be the most
humiliating thing I'd ever had to face, but | couldn't say | hadn't earned humiliation &t the very lesdt. |
owed it to my father to tell him everything, and then do exactly what he wanted meto do.

| lay there for another few moments with the thought, even more depressed but in no way reluctant, and
then got up to begin dressing. If there was one thing I'd learned to be good at during my life, it wasfacing
up to the consequences of the things I'd done. For some reason I'd never developed the habit of making
excuses, of trying to show my actionsin abetter, more acceptable light. I'd spent agood part of my
childhood suffering through lectures because of that trait, and now was facing consderably morethan a
lecture. | Sighed again, wishing for oncethat | could make excuses, then shook my head as| finished
tying my sanddls. In order to make excuses you have to be able to think of them, and in that particular
gtuation finding an excuse would be like chipping down an entire mountain range with a palm dagger.

| 1eft the pleasant room 1'd barely looked at and made my way downgtairs, letting lethargy of spirit dow
my stepsto an unenthusiastic dragging of feet. | had no interest in seeing or talking to anyone, only in
being on my way, but you don't thank people for their hospitality by disappearing without aword of
good-bye. Indrisand Vedin were entitled to aface to face thank-you, and | would see that they got it.



| stopped at the bottom of the stairs for amoment to orient myself, then went toward where the kitchen
should be. That really was avery big house for so small avillage, but if Indris husband had been that
popular an armorer, he probably could have built one twice the size and not worried about the cost. Asl
neared the kitchen | could tdll Indriswasin the middle of cooking things from the delicious smells coming
out to meet me, but as enticing asthe overdl aromawasit did nothing to raise an appetitein me. My
mood was in no mood to be hungry, so to speak, a statement of disinterest | couldn't have agreed with
more.

"Well, good morning,” Indris said with asmile, turning from what she was doing at the sound of the door
opening. "Thefood's almost ready, so your timing couldn't be better. Pull up achair at the table, and the
food and I will bewith you inaminute.”

"| gppreciate your offer, but food isn't the reason | stopped in here,” | said, moving farther into the room.
"Sincel'll be leaving soon, | cameto thank you for everything you've done and to say good-bye. As soon
as| get home'll have this dress sent back to you, so you'll haveit for the next vagabond in need, if for
nothing dse"

"Vagabond," she said with a snort, her smile having disappeared as she studied my face. "If yourea
vagabond, I'll be welcoming them from now on instead of chasing them away with abroom. Y ou and
Kylin earned everything you've been given, | think we al know that. At least have acup of tasl with me,
if you aren't hungry enough for amed. By then Kylin and my father ought to be back."

"Back from buying horses?" | asked, the only errand | could think of that they would be away on.
"They'd better hurry, we've aready wasted too much time asit is.”

"Y ou seem to bein ahurry to get somewherein particular,” Indris remarked, watching her hands as she
poured two cups of tasil rather than looking at me. "And you did say you were going home. Isthere
anything special about to happen that you'rein ahurry to get to?"

She turned then with the meta cupsin her hands, the look in her dark eyesfar from neutral. She was
asking me a question she thought she would get a happy answer to, one that would let us both get back
to smiling, but smiling, likefood, was something | had no interest in.

"| suppose you could say I'min ahurry to talk to my father,” | answered, walking over to take one of the
cupsfrom her. "Addefromthat, | can't find much to look forward toin my life."

"Sofdltis, you're so young you should have everything to look forward to,” she protested, the hand I'd
freed for her coming to my arm. "Kylin was so happy when he came down earlier, hewasdl but snging!
| was hoping that meant you two had worked things out together, settled whatever problem had stood
between you. Y ou're ftill not looking forward to the marriage as much as heis?”

"I'd dways thought men were supposed to be the reluctant ones,” | told the anxiety in her dark eyes, then
turned away to sip a thetasl. "All the old stories and songs talk about how hard awoman hasto work
to catch one, but that isn't true, isit? Most men want and need marriage very badly - even when they
shouldnt.”

| knew the silence behind me was a puzzled and confused one, but | also knew I'd dready said more
than | should have. Thetasl was strong and warming, bringing asmall measure of vigor rather than trying
tofill avoid that wasn't there, and | was glad Indrishad inasted onit. | intended riding hard when [ |eft
there, even if someone else wasn't in the mood for it. ..

"Here'sthe wood you wanted,” a voice suddenly came from the kitchen's outer door, opened only an
ingtant before. "And Vedin would like to know if you have aminute or two. He needs your help out in



the stable with something.”

"Thank you for remembering, Kylin," Indristold him warmly as| turned again, to see the man dumping a
double armload of kindling into the bin to the left of the hearth. "And of course | havetimeto help my
father. Y ou took care of everything you had to?"

"Everything and then some," the man agreed with asmile, brushing a his shirt ashe sent aglancein my
direction. "The boy your father recommended has the fastest horse in the village, so he should reach
Gensea by noon. HEl deliver my message, then wait to guide the escort back here. I've asked them to
bring horses for the girl and mysdlf, but even if they move fast, asI'm sure they will, they probably won't
get here much before dark. It looks like you'll be having guests at least until then.”

"Very welcome guests,” Indrissaid firmly as shetook afind sip of her tasil before putting the cup down
near the hearth. "And if they have to stay the night aswell, it will please me even more. I'll just see what
my father wants, and then welll eat."

She sent another smile that included me aswdl, then went through the door Kylin had used, pulling it shut
behind her. The sunlight that had been streaming in through it was abruptly cut off, but the resulting
dimness wasn't too deep for me to see the lingering smile on the face of the man who stood not far from
me. He was looking directly a me now, and when | didn't return his smile, it began fading.

"Don't tell me," he said with asigh, folding hisarms across his chest. "Now that we've got our bed
problems solved, you've found something €l se to complain about. Would you liketo tell mewhat it is, or
do | haveto guess?'

"Guessing at things takes intelligence, which means you're not equipped for thejob," | came back
immediately despite the heavy flush | could fed in my cheeks. He, my enemy, actudly seemed to believe
he had a basis for complaint, which was the most ridiculousthing I'd ever heard. "What did you mean
telling Indriswe'd be staying here, maybe even until tomorrow? | want to leave now, and that'swhet |
intend doing."

"Tisah, it would befoolish not to wait for the escort Traixe will send,” he said, the sudden look of
understanding in hislight eyes bringing with it aflood of fresh patience. "The men who kidnapped you are
probably aready back at the castle, waiting for usto show up so they can try again. I'm not going to bet
your freedom that I'm good enough to keep you out of their hands, not when it'stotally unnecessary.
When the escort gets here well ride back with them, and that way we'll make it without any more
problems. In the meanwhile we can spend some more time visiting with Indrisand Vedin."

"I've spent enough time visiting with Indrisand Vedin,” | said through my teeth, my left hand curlingto a
fist a my sde. It was supposed to be Traixe's men that we'd be waiting for, but it had quickly cometo
me | had only hisword for that. The ones snowing up might just as easily be those very kidnappers he
was so worried about, and | was expected to smply st there and wait for the surprise?*1'm not afraid of
those kidnappers even if you are, which meansI'm leaving now. Y ou play it safe by waiting for the
escort; | don't need them.”

"Y ou intend going on foot?" he asked as he watched me move to the hearth to put my cup down, his
voice mild and tinged with faintly amused curiogity. "Since I'm il the only onewith afilled purse, you
won't be able to buy ahorse or food or anything ese. If you Hill insst on being stubborn and try leaving
on foot | won't have any trouble catching up with you, and then you'll have the added embarrassment of
being carried back here. | think you'd better forget about showing me how fearless you are, and spend
sometime remembering last night. With awhole day of waiting ahead of us, vigting isonly one of the
things we can do. We can dso practice some more for-our wedding night, just to be sure we get it right,



you understand.”

He sent me awink and awide grin then turned to the hearth, chuckling as he bent to see what the pots
and pans being kept warm near the fire contained. Indris had been right about how happy he was, but his
happiness had nothing other than my utter shame asits reason for being. He had taken the helplessfemale
and had made her even more hel pless, and now he expected to pass the time until hisfriends got there by
enjoying himself in bed on top of her again. Therage rose up so high | nearly choked on it, furious not
only with myself now but also with him. So he wasthe only onewith afilled purse, was he, and if | tried
walking away he would smply come after me and carry me back? It looked like it wastime he learned
nothing was that smply done to aBlade, not even to one who had lately forgotten the truism herself.

| stood so close to thewood bin ail | had to do was reach out, letting my fingers close around a thick
length of branch that had been cut to hearth Size. Asacudgd it fet just right which means| didn't hesitate
an ingtant, not about to let his speed ruin things for me again. | took one step forward and swvung with all
the strength of my body and the anger filling it, catching him across the back of the head just as he was
beginning to straighten out of the crouch. The heavy "thwack™ of the blow nearly drowned out the small
grunt he gave, and then he crumpled to the floor and lay there unmoving.

"That's my thanksfor part of what | remember about last night,” | muttered to his unhearing body, tossing
the length of wood back into the bin before bending to him. His scalp was bleeding where the blow had
caught him, but his steady breathing showed his skull was asthick astaking to him would lead you to
believeit would be. For abrief moment I'd wondered if he would be dead, and when I'd seen hewasn't |
hadn't known whether to be pleased or sorry. Looking down at him from my knees| knew | ought to
take the dagger from hisbdlt and seeto it that my family had one lessenemy in theworld, but | couldn't
do it while he was unconscious. If he had been standing and facing me | knew | wouldn't have had any
trouble, but killing the helplesswould have brought me down to thelevel of him and hisfriends.

Or at least hisfriends. Damn him.

| blew alow bresth of vexation out between my teeth, then quickly moved him to hisback. Indrisand
Vedin could walk in a any minute, and there | knelt, wasting time with an inner debate over whether or
not my enemy was honorable. As my handswent to hispurse| told mysdf firmly that it didn't matter
whether hewas or not, and I'd findly picked up enough of asense of hurry that the inner arguments didn't
argue. Insgde his purse was agood amount of gold and silver and afew coppers, more than enough to
have gotten us everything we'd needed from an inn, but he had refused to go in the direction of theinn.
My suspicionsflared again, higher than ever, helping me to make up my mind on exactly what | wanted
to do.

When | wasdll through | got to my feet and |eft the kitchen by the door leading to the house's front door,
leaving behind me aman who no longer had more than coppersin his purse, or abelt holding adagger.
The dagger sheath was strapped to my right leg with the belt, under the skirt of the dresswhere it
wouldn't be seen, and the gold and silver coins were scattered around in the various pockets sawn dl
over theinside of the dress. I'd wondered about those pockets when I'd first put the dress on, but that
was because | usually wore a pouch with my leathers. Asarule only men wore pouches, the theory
being, | suppose, that you can show off only what you have the strength and the skill to protect. Women
didn't usualy havethat strength and skill, but even the vulnerable sometimes have to carry coins.

| didn't bresthe easily again until 1 was not only out of the house and down the porch steps, but aso
through the gate and moving briskly away up the dirt street. I'd spent an agonizing moment or two trying
totell mysdf | redly ought to take Kylin's sword aswell ashisdagger eveniif that did leave him
weaponless, but then | realized his sword would be no more than aweapon of desperation for me, to be
used if there was absolutely no other choice. The blade waslonger and heavier than what my movements



weretrained to, obvioudy madeto his specifications and size, but there were also other thingsto be
considered. In Blade leathers | could wear a sword without causing comment or attracting notice, butina
dressit would hardly be the same - and | might conceivably find mysalf pushed into having to use a
weapon that waswrong for me. And that bright silver hilt; if | passed any of my former companion’s
cronies, they'd know that hill a once - and undoubtedly also immediately recognize the Blade wearing i,
instead of dismissing her asjust another femaein adress.

No, | had to leave the sword behind, but | wasn't happy about my ridiculous feeling of satisfaction over
doing it. Especidly when | thought about the possibility of Vedin coming after me. Hed made his position
more than clear when held acknowledged Kylin's betrotha rights to the extent of giving usonly asingle
room to deep in, making no effort to find out if that waswhat | wanted. I'd never before noticed how
damned universd that attitude was, that Kylin had al the rightsand | had none, and it would have been
difficult enough facing Vedin with awegpon. If he came after meto bring me back to the man |
supposedly belonged to -

| shifted the single gold coin I'd kept out from right hand to left hand, grimly determined to be out of the
village before anything like that could happen. | was not going to be given back to that man asthough
even | agreed he had hisrights, not aslong as| was dtill breathing!

Anger helped to move me faster dlong the dirt streets, but at that time of morning, when everyone was
aready working at what they did, it took alittle while to find someone to question. It was an old man
carving wood under atree who finaly told me where might find someone with a decent horsefor sale,
and that took meto the other side of the village. That man, busy repairing hiswell pump, did indeed have
ahorse, and to my surprise he stopped what he was doing long enough to show it to me. The placid
brown gelding was quite adistance from being awar horse, but he seemed to be sound enough and was
still too young to be called anag. | was hardly likely to find better, so | turned to the man with anod.

"If you'll throw inasaddieand bridle, I'll take him,” | said, squinting againgt the rising glare of the sun.
"And don't expect to lose on the gear, I'll pay for that aswell.”

"| got the gear, soit'syours,” the man agreed with an amiable nod, chewing on apiece of straw ashe
sudied me. "Didn't think you'd talk about payin”, though. Most who helped out folk from avillage
wouldn't. They'd figure what they wanted was dready paid fer."

"Well, | don't happen to seeit that way," | said, struggling to keep control of the hurry insde mein the
face of the man's easygoing manner. Trying to rush him too much would probably be aninsult, and |
didn't want him changing his mind about sdlling the horse. "Would you mind if we got him saddled now? |
do have something of along ride ahead of me, and I'd like to be off the road before dark.”

"Can't blame awoman nonefer that," he answered with a still-pleasant nod, taking the horse's halter rope
to lead it back into the stable. "Even awoman like you."

| followed after, wondering exactly what he'd meant by his comment; once we'd gotten insde and he'd
begun saddling the horse, | found out dmost immediately.

"Y ep, aman would expect awoman like you't" have the senset” be off the road by dark,” he said,
looking at nothing more than the horse he was saddling. "Had the senset” show folkswhat't' do with
rubbish we didn't have the ssomach to face up to on our own. Fixed it so we could kick that rubbish right
out, givin" it apassel 0" bruisesfirst't” tdl it not't' come back. Y ep, aman don't haftaworry "bout a
woman with sense”

Hetucked in the end of the girth strap, lowered the stirrup leather then reached for abridle, and | il
couldn't think of anything to say. The man had complimented mein the oddest way 1'd ever encountered,



and | had no doubt he was sincere. What | didn't know was how to respond to that compliment, but it
turned out a response didn't seem to be expected. Once the bridle was on he unstrapped the halter, and
then the man was handing me the reins of my new mount.

"He'sdl yours now, just like you wanted "im," | wastold, afaint smile on the sun-darkened, leathery face
and inthe mild brown eyes. "I'll ask Grail't" keegp you safe, just in case your Evon's busy doin® somethin'
else. You ever come back here, me and minel ook on it asakindnessif nyou stop by't" seeus.”

He nodded in afriendly way, turned to give the horse one last pat, then strode out of the stable as though
on hisway to get back to something important. | hadn't expected to waste time haggling over the price he
wanted for the horse, but not only hadn't he mentioned a price, he was now waking away asthough
everything were already taken care of! | stood there for amoment, trying to figure out what was going

on, then gave up on trying and Ssmply followed after him.

"Wait, wait just aminutel” | caled, urging my new mount aong with me. The man stopped inthe middle
of theyard, squinting at the sun after the dimness of the stable, and waited politely for meto reach him.
Oncel did | said, "Haven't you forgotten something? This horse hasn't been paid for."

"Far asl cnseg, it ureashell has" hereturned in adrawl, pulling the brim of his hat down farther over
hiseyes. "One 0" the womenfolk you an" your friend kept from gettin” hurt yesterday was mine, an' |
been tryin™"t" figure out how't' say my thanksfer it. Now they're said, an” it waren't hard atdl. Y ou have
agood, safe ride now, y'hear?

His shaded eyeslooked directly a me, telling me his mind was made up and nothing was about to change
it, certainly not anything | could say. It bothered me that he was giving up the price of ahorse smply
because of his gtrict sense of honor, and then | thought of something that could change dl that.

"Sinceyou're sure you've aready been paid, dl | can say isthank you," | told him, adding awarm smile
to thewords. "I wonder, though, if you would be willing to do me one more very big favor?"

"If "nl cn," he answered with anod, not aflinch out of him as he committed himsdlf to giving up even
morein gratitude. "Ain't no way't" redly put padt" what you donefer us."

"Well, if you can do thislast thing for me, I'll certainly consider useven,” | said, reaching my hand out to
him. When his own hand extended in response, | put the gold coininit. "I'd like you to hold that for me,
keeping it safe, until | come back for it. I don't know when that will be, but | need it to be kept by
someone | can trug.”

"Y ou sure you wannado this?' he asked, hiseyeson the coin, hiseasy cdm findly the least bit ruffled.
Most menin hisposition would live their lives out without having seen that much money even at theend
of it, not to mention al a oncein asingle coin. By then | had aready moved to my horse and was starting
to mount, and when he saw that he came over to help me up. Once | was settled in the saddle, | smiled
a himagain.

"I'm posditive | want to do that,” | said, pleased with the eagernessto go | could fed in the horse under
me. "Of course, there's one other sdeto the favor. If | haven't come back for the coin in two weeks, you
have to keep it as your own. Evon blessyou and yours for thisfine gift, today and every day from now
on."

| raised my hand as| put hedlsto my mount, and then | was on my way out of the man'syard with him
gill standing inthe middle of it. I'd madeit clear that the gold wasn't an attempt to pay for something his
pride needed to give away in gratitude, but | wanted to be out of there before he reck'nd he redlly ought
to try refusing my second favor. Since heéld aready agreed to it he couldn't back out without my consent,



S0 it was up to me to be gone before he could think of avaid reason for that consent. | wanted him to
have the gold as much as hed wanted me to have the horse, and after awhile he'd understand that.

By thetime| wasthrough the fields surrounding the village and on the road to Genseg, 1'd made mysdlf
as comfortablein the saddle as | waslikely to get. The skirt of my dress was wide enough to keep my
legs-and the dagger-covered, but even so it didn't et mefed assecureas| usudly felt on ahorse.
Having sandals on my feet instead of boots only madeit worse, of course, boots having heeswhile
sandalsdon't. | had to pay constant attention to keep my feet from diding through the stirrups, and
between that and the heat of the day and the dust rising up from theroad, | knew the trip wasn't likely to
be the most pleasant 1'd ever taken. The only good part about it all was the smooth, easy trot of my
mount, a pace he seemed ready to keep to for aslong as necessary.

The hours went by faster than I'd expected them to, and that close to the city there was no one on the
road who intended using it as asource of income rather than as something smply to travel on. The nearer
| got the more traffic there was on the road, dmost al of it mounted rather than on wagons, and after a
while | was drawn away from my own thoughts by an oddity | kept seeing repeated. Those passing me
on theway to the city glanced at me with normal curiosity, but those coming away from the city, dmost
al riding in smaller or larger groups, were too intent on their agitated conversations to notice anything at
al. | spent some time wondering what had gotten them so upset, but there was no true way of knowing
without stopping one of them to ask.

Instead of stopping one of them, | kicked my horse out of histrot into agalop.

Sometimes the cold fedling you get in bright sunshine and heet turns out to be nothing but imagination, but
on other occasions you discover that Evon has taken the trouble to give you advance warning of what's
ahead. Thistime| had no intentions of riding into and through the city, but when | guided my tired but
gtill-willing mount to the I eft fork of the road that would take me around, | saw alarge group of men
stopped about where the road just began curving around the city'swalls. Those going into the city itself
were staring at the knot of men, and when | got closer | saw why. They were City Guardsmen, and they
weren't letting anyone go past them.

| pulled my horse back down to atrot, wiped the sweat and road dust from my forehead with my free
right arm, then ddliberately swallowed down the urge to cometo afull stop. | knew | wouldn't want to
hear what those Guardsmen would haveto say, but | had to hear whatever it was. My anklesfelt bruised
and scraped raw from the tirrups, and my legs and back were hurting in away | hadn't felt for years, but
coming up behind the two men aready stopped by the Guardsmen proved to be harder and more painful
than riding on for the rest of the day would have been.

"... mean we can't go up to the castle?"' one of the two men was demanding, both of them dressed in the
brown leather of fighters. "We're here looking for hire with the Duke, and that means we got to go up
there. Areyou in the city so desperate for recruits, you're trying to stop men heading for the Duke?"

"Going up to the castle won't do you any good right now," the captain of the Guard answered, finding
nothing of the amusement the fighter had been trying to share. "It so hgppens we can use you in the city,
but not for the reason you think. Werein the middle of heavy trouble right now, and we're going to need
every fighter we can get.”

"What kind of heavy trouble?' the man asked, exchanging a brief frown with hisfriend. "We thought the
fighting in the north hadn't gotten here yet."

"Strictly speaking, it hasn't,” the Guard captain said, raising hisleft hand to shade his eyesfrom the
lowering sun.



"Asfar asweknow, thisis completely loca trouble. What's the matter, were you two trying to keep
away from thefighting in the north?"

"Hell, no," the second fighter said with a snort, more amused than insulted. "Rumor isthewar'll be movin®
thisway before too long, so we thought we'd come ahead and get our seatsfor it now, before the
mercenary groups movein and swallow up every place worth havin'. Like my partner said, we're here
lookin" for hire. What kindaloca trouble we talkin' about?'

"Redlly nasty locdl trouble,” the captain answered, his grimace having nothing to do with the sun. "Don't
ask me how it happened, but suddenly we have crazy rebelsall around us. WEIl befighting in the name
of the Duke, but he won't be there to lead us."

"Why not?"' thefirg fighter asked, thistime supporting hisfrown aone. "We heard Duke Rilfe was one of
the good ones, ways there to lead where he wanted men to go. Not like the ones who find it smarter to
hang back and watch. Why won't he be there?"

"Because he can't be there,"-the captain said while the cold went al around my insdes and squeezed.
"He can't be there because he's the one the rebels are holding up at the castle. He and histwo little
daughters, and we're going to have to fight to get them free."

My breathing started up again at that, but the ice on my insides stayed exactly whereit was. They had my
father and my sisters, and those idiots from the city were going to storm the castle! | had to do
something, or the three hostages the rebels held would certainly bethe first threeto die!

* % %

Kylin opened hiseyesand tried to Sit up, but the stabbing pain in his head turned the effort into nothing
more man agroan. He put his handsto the ache, trying to clear the blur from hisvision, trying to figure
out what in hell had happened. One minute he'd been looking into pots of food, and the next-

"Don't try to moveyet," Vedin'svoice came from hisleft, the words soft enough so that they didn't add
tohispan.

"Youll bedl right, but giveit aminute or two and it won't hurt as much.”

"What happened?' Kylin croaked, blinking away the blur to seethat helay on anarrow bed in astrange
room. "My head feds like someone's been using it for quarterstaff practice.”

"From what we can gather, that isn't far from thetruth,” Vedin said, sghing as he looked down &t the
younger man. "Y ou were bashed in the back of the head, and one of the pieces of kindling in the bin by
the kitchen hearth hasblood onit. I'd say we dl know who it was who did the swinging.”

"But I'm sure she didn't mean to hurt you," Indris said at once from hisright as he cursed under his
breath, then began handing him a cup of something. "Once you drink thisyou'll fee agood ded better,
but right now my father and | will helpyouto st up.”

To Kylin'sdisgust he found he needed that help, but once the smooth, sweet whitenessin the cup was
down histhroat he did immediately begin to fed better. The painin his head faded to adistant throb, the
water drained out of his muscles, and moving his eyesfrom one sight to the next stopped making him
dizzy. Hewas just about back to the way he had been, which meant anger had nothing to fight for his
attention.

"Whereisshe?" he asked the two anxious faces watching him, one hand rubbing a the remaining stiffness
in hisneck. Hed tried to keep most of the growl out of his voice, but the way Indrisflinched showed he



hadn't been overly successful.

"Kylin, please don't be too angry with her,” the woman said, her dark eyestrying to convince him her
request was no more than reasonable. "'l don't know if you redlize how deeply unhappy sheis, how
confused and miserableontheingdeshe....”

"Indris, | know exactly how unhappy sheis,” Kylin interrupted, getting to hisfeet to loosen the knotsin
his shoulders. " She's been that unhappy from the first minute we met, and by now I'm more than alittle
tired of it. She seemsto think she's the only woman ever to be promised into amarriage she didn't want,
and has been moping around as though it's the end of the world for everyone dive. I've been trying my
damnedest to show her it won't be as bad as she's obvioudy imagining, but everything | try isthrown
back in my face. Areyou telling meI'm missing something | should be seeing?’

"Not redly," Indris answered, looking uncomfortable and vaguely frustrated. "1've seen mysdlf how she
ignores or dismisses dl your kindnesses, but maybe she ...."

"And now, just because sheld rather risk her life than wait for an escort | had the good sense to send for,
she takes her mad out on me with astick over the head,” Kylin plowed on, getting angrier with every
word he spoke. " She'saspoiled brat of an undisciplined Blade, and if shelikesusing sticks al that much,
weélll see how happy sheiswhen | get through using one on her. Shelll need apillow to Sit on for theride
home tomorrow, and even with it shelll wish she could have walked instead. Now, whereis she?'

"Kylin, | think you'd better check your persona possessions,” Vedin said, rubbing hisface with one
finger as he studied the younger man. Those eyes... "Where sheiswill be obvious after that."

The King's Fighter looked down a himself fast, one hand going to his purse which wasloosdly tied to his
swordbelt, the absence of his dagger and belt completely obvious even before he'd opened the pouch
flap. Once he did and looked inside, his anger rose even higher.

"Copperd" he grated, not giving adamn that his voice was now pure growl. "Shetook al the gold and
dlver, and left me nothing but the copperst And if my dagger isgone, that means sheis, too! Without
having been bright enough to add my sword to her thieving! She'd rather walk the road with nothing but a
dagger to keep her safe, just to show how fearlesssheid I'll kill her. By Evon do | swear, when | get my
handson her I'll ..."

"Kylin, you'd better calm down,” Vedin interrupted hisfurious ranting, his voice concerned ashe put a
hand to the younger man'sarm. "The sweetmilk eased your pain and quieted the dizziness, but if you start
getting wild and jumping around, it will al come back at once. Y ou'll sit down and take it easy for awhile
to let your body start hedling itsdlf, and then you can run and shout dl you like."

"But | haveto start after her," Kytin protested, unhappily aware of the faint shifting behind hiseyes, a
warning hewould have preferred ignoring. "Without me there, anything can happen to her.”

"She's dready been gone two hours, and sheisn't onfoot,” Vedin said, Slently urging him toward the
door Indris held open. ™Y ou need amount of your own, and you might aswell be sitting down and egting
while | find one for you. After that you can leave as quickly asyou like."

Kylin would have rather argued the order disguised as asuggestion, but it made far too much sense for
him to be ableto do it. Hed accomplish very littleif hefdl off whatever horse he was ableto find, and
would lose more time that way than by taking it dow from the beginning. Asthey left the smdl room and
made their way to the kitchen, Indris said something pleasant and reassuring about the food that he
smply didn't hear. His mind wastoo full of Tisah, where she was and whether or not shewas il all
right. As soon as he got his hands on her held kill her; nothing would be able to stop him, nothing...



Chapter Thirteen

Thistime riding through the gate didn't earn me asingle glance, not with the way the gate Guards were
stopping every mae who looked capable of holding asword, trying to recruit them for the proposed
attack. Thinking about their stupidity was making mefurious aswell asfrightened sick, and | had to keep
my teeth clenched tightly together to keep from shouting and screaming at them. It wasn't anyonein the
City Guard who was responsible for that mindlessness; they were just taking orders from their superiors,
the City Council. It wasthe Council | had to save my shouting for, telling them in no uncertain way that
they were throwing away thelivesof my father and ssters.

If I could find out who they were, and where they were, and how | got there through the maze of late
afternoon streets clogged with what |ooked to be the same people who had been there when I'd first
come through days ago.

My patient, steady mount took me forward into the crowds, having no ideawhere | was going but willing
to take me there anyway. And that made two of uswho didn't know, | realized, wiping the sweat and
dust from my forehead with the back of my hand. I'd amost met some of the city leadersthat night at the
Feasting, but Evon'sluck had been with someone else just then. | didn't know who had the most power
in the city, the one whose word could stop that insanity before it went too far. And whoever it was, |
couldn't go to him as a pleading femae who knew nothing of fighting and therefore feared it. | had to get
my leathers back first, and my sword - Back from the castle where the hostages were being held - Might
aswdl make agtab at freeing them if you're going to do that - but you can't get in, can't even push
through the Guardsmen to get closer - what in hell are you going to do?

The question was agood one, but al | could come up with in the way of an answer wasto shift in the
saddle, trying to ease some of the aching of my body. I'd been away from home too long, hadn't been
back long enough for it to be of any use, didn't know asingle soul | could turn to for help. Help. What |
needed first wasinformation, from someone who knew what was going on, someone who was a part of
that city from theinsde out, who'd be willing to supply whatever | wanted. The lesser nobleswould be
uselessfor that even if any of them werein the city, and that left no one at dl.

| looked around meto find that the milling crowds were actualy moving, carrying me deegper into the city
with them at a not unreasonable pace, | reached up and rubbed at my left shoulder, not particularly
amused by the thing, wondering if it was Evon who had that terrible a sense of humor. Now, when |
hadn't the faintest ideawhere to go, the crowds were moving; days earlier, when I'd known exactly
where | wanted to go, they hadn't budged an - Hadn't budged an inch, forcing meto try another strest,
which had gotten me good and lost, until | got to a dead-end court -

WhereI'd saved the lives of aman and hissister! A man of the city who had acknowledged the fact that
he owed me afavor! | didn't redize I'd stiffened with excitement until my horse snorted and tossed his
head, telling me that shortening his rein and squeezing his barrel with my legswould do no good &t dl. He
was aready moving asfast as he could without trampling anyone, and he wasredlly too tired and hot to
be any good at trampling.

"Evon brail it, what was the name of that tavern?' | muttered to mysdlf, patting my mount to gpologize for
confusing him even as| thought furioudy. It had something to do with animals- or maybefighting - or a
pair of somethings, or - Evon take it and rot it, what was the name of that place?

| had to spend afew minutes caming myself down, and then | ddliberately blocked out the shouting and
cdling and talking al around me and smply made my mind go blank. I'd been to enough tavernsin my
time, and if someone recommended onein particular | usudly had no trouble remembering itsname. The
people whose recommendations | took had tastes very similar to mine, and if they'd enjoyed some place



in particular, the chances were | would do the -

The Ax and Shidld. | amost shook with relief at the return of the memory, disgusted with mysdlf for the
fdsetrails|'d been sumbling down. Ox instead of Ax making it an anima instead of awegpon, and my
next try would probably have been the Cock and Bull. The next time someone said something like that to
me I'd write it down, damned and broiled if | wouldn't! I wiped my shaky palm on the dust-covered skirt
of my dress, then began looking around for someone to ask directions from.

Which turned out harder than | would have been willing to believe before trying it. With dl those people
around, thefirgt ten or adozen politely told me they'd never heard of the place, and their easy smiles
forced meto bdieve they weretdling the truth. Every one of them had been fairly well-dressed, the
safest group to ask things of in acity like Gensea, and there had been no reason for themto lieevenif |
hadn't been convinced of their sincerity. If they said they didn't know, then-

Then | was asking the wrong class of people.

| sghed as| guided my horse out of the thinning line of traffic, noticing without noticing thet at that time of
day people were dready going home. Stopping someone of the lowest class would be like demanding to
be taken advantage of, but at that point | no longer had achoice. The Ax and Shield had to cater to the
dregs and drifters, too low adive to be known to anyone who didn't patronizeit. If it had been an
upper-class place, those of the middle class would have known of it even if they'd never beeninsdeits
gilded front door. No, it had to be adive, and wouldn't | fit in well with my pretty red print dress...

| had to question more than half a dozen beggars, Street girls and light-fingered types before | got three
setsof directionsthat agreed, and | didn't follow them with anything like easy confidence and alight
heart. Cities had al sorts of trgpsfor the unwary to walk into, not the least of which were the night
houses whose owners preferred dave workers to willing workers. Any night denizen who sent acountry
innocent into the web earned a piece of slver at the least, and too many of the people I'd talked to had
grinned and looked me over before offering dl the directions | wanted. In my lesthers with a swordbelt
strapped around me, they'd paled "and run the other way; in adress|'d found them al too willing to help.

The neighborhood | finally wound up in was not too far from the better part of the city, but wasin redity
afull world away. Shopkeepers were boarding up their places of businessin anticipation of night, small
dingy placesthat went well with the rundown residences and garbage-covered streets surrounding them.
It wasthe sort of neighborhood that made you fed it was on the verge of waking up rather than going to
deep, thelampsbeing lit in the various taverns and night houses only adding to the impresson. My horse
picked hisway carefully through the muck and refuse, unhappy with the overall stench, didiking the
bands of children who ran screaming across his path, disgpproving entirely of the nastiness 1'd ridden him
into. From the lingering stares | was getting from the loungers and strollers of the street, | couldn't have
agreed with the sentiment more. If 1'd had any choice at al, any choicein theworld...

The Ax and Shidd wasn't quitein themiddle of it al, but something about the place said it wasn't in the
middle because it didn't want to be. Itsfaded sign had been brown and red and silver and black, but it
hung over wails of the gray of stone, itsfront door dull but heavy wood. A battered lantern high up on
one stone wal was meant to illuminate the sign, but that early in the evening it hadn't yet been lit. | sat
there for amoment and smply stared, men began looking around.

"Weve got to find some placeto leave you," | muttered to my mount as| patted hisneck. "If | tieyou to
that hitching pole, you'll be gone before the door swings closed behind me. | guessit'll haveto bethere”

My horse snorted his didike of the dirty boarding stable I'd spotted on the opposite Side of the street, but
he didn't have any more choice than | did. The front doors of the stable were standing wide open, but the



thin man moving around insde wasn't worried that anyone would walk in and disturb his charges. The
two large, armed men standing in front of the doors were there to see that nothing unpleasant happened,
and having ahorse was probably the only thing that got you by them without commen.

The stable owner was more than happy to accept my business, and that despite the fact that his stable
was far from empty. The piece of slver | had to produce in advance finally told me why hewas so
happy, but | made no effort to point out that | could amaost buy ahorse for what he was charging for
gtabling. If | decided againgt using hisfacilities| would have to buy ahorse, as soon as| discovered mine
was gone. The only benefit | got out of slently producing his demanded payment wastheway he logt his
grinlooking at my expression - and theway histwo bullyboyslet me walk out between them, still without
comment.

Crossing that street in sandals was an experienceinitself, but it would have been alot worseif 1'd had
the sort of gentle upbringing so many people thought | should have had. | made it to the other sde more
or less uncontaminated, redly glad that the dress had turned out to be too short for my height. Skirts
brushing the ground may be stylish, but not in a neighborhood like that. The door of thetavern had a
heavy metd grip, but despite the weight of it dl it swung open smoothly and quietly, letting me move
ingde with no further delay.

The Ax and Shield wasn't more than only just true to its name, with arusty throwing axeand a
wood-and-paper shield hanging on the wall behind the counter at the back of the large room. It wasn't
quite as dirty insgde as out, but the stone walls were greasy with years worth of lamp soot and cooking
smoke, the wooden beams of the ceiling were just about black, and the heavy plank floor should have
been ankle-deep in sawdust instead of unevenly coated with it if all the pools of spilled brew and wine
were meant to be sopped up. Thelarger tables and their benches were in the comersto the left and right
of the door, smaller tables littered the floor with rickety chairs or stools around them, and the lamps
which were aready lit were badly in need of trimming and cleaning. In other words a perfectly norma
tavern for arundown arealike the oneit lived in, better than the streets and maybe even better than the
homes of its patrons.

The mutter of voices hadn't redlly stopped when I'd walked in, not with the number of mutterersin the
place even at that early an hour. A good two-thirds of the big room wasfilled, mostly with men at the
smdll tables or standing in front of the counter at the back, a serving girl bringing drinksto those who
didn't careto get up themsalves and walk for them. The men paid for the service, of course, rather than
having it included in the price of whatever they were drinking, just the way the services of the three other
women in the room weren't included. Night houses took care of everything at once, but taverns didn't
have the same arrangemen.

| took abreath of the thick, over warm air around me and then began walking toward the counter, trying
to decide what to do next now that I'd found the place. I'd been told by my guide out of the city to buy a
drink and wait to be contacted, but he hadn't mentioned how long await it might be. | didn't know
exactly how fast time was running out on me, but it would be safe to assume | didn't have any to waste. |
worked my way around to the right side of the counter where there were fewer patrons, and also where
it ended short of thewall to allow anarrow aide which led back to adoor standing in shadow.

The tavern keeper behind the counter, abig man with a craggy, unshaven face and adirty, once-white
cloth tucked into the top of histrousers, spent a minute or two trying to ignore me. He seemed to be
hoping I'd disappear if he pretended | wasn't there to begin with, and | discovered that the attitude was
annoying me. | wasn't used to being ignored in taverns, most especialy not in tavernsthat were dives,
and | suppose my impatience showed in my expression. After the minute or two, the tavern keeper
walked over to me with a scowl.



"Wedon't serve no ladiesin here," heinformed mein adeep, scratchy growl, black eyes staring at me
from under bushy brows. "Get on home, girl, and do it fast.”

"Your sarvice policiesarefascinating,” | said in asdry atone as| could manage, curang slently at mysdlf
for momentarily having forgotten what | was wearing. The man wastrying to frighten meinto leaving, the
way he would have done with any other innocent little girl. "But fascinating or not, I'll have abrew.”

"You don't hear so good," he said, but his eyes narrowed as he looked at me alittle more closdly. "If
you're hopin' t' catch your man stumblin' in herewith hishands al over arag, it ain't gonna happen. Y ou
wannamake trouble, you do it some place else.”

"I'm herefor abrew, not trouble, and | don't haveaman,” | said, trying to make him believeit. "What |
do haveis an gppointment to meet someone here, so you're stuck with mefor awhile. If | haveadrink in
my hands, the wait should go faster for both of us."

He continued to Stare a me for amoment, possibly trying to decide whether or not to throw me out
anyway, then turned away and went to draw abrew. He came back with the drink doshing over oneside
of the dented meta flagon, then plunked it down on the counter closer to him than to me.

"l don't want no trouble," he said again, just asthough | hadn't heard him or believed him thefirst time.
"The oneyourewaitin' for - gimmeaname.”

The demand was asflat asthe look in his eyes, asflat as his hands on the counter to either sde of the
flagon. | couldn't believe he was asking a question like that, then sighed when | remembered again what
he was seeing.

"The man'san old friend of mine, someone I've known for years and years,” | said, cdmly meeting the
veiled suspicion in hiseyes. "He's smdl and dark and was a Blade for awhile, but he's given that up now.
Heinvited me to meet him here the next time | wasin the neighborhood, so that'swhat I'm doing. His
name escapes me for the moment.”

An odd look cameinto the man's eyes and he snorted, then he pushed the flagon to me and walked
away. | wasn't quite sure what his reaction meant, but | couldn't help noticing that he hadn't asked to be
paid for the brew. Either hefelt I'd earned the drink by showing | knew better than to mention names, or
something was going on that | wasn't yet seeing asawhole. | knew | would probably find out about it
sooner or later, so ingtead of worrying at something | couldn't change | took my brew to an empty table
that stood to the right of the counter, then sat down with my back to the wall.

My body, at least, was grateful that | wasfinally resting it, and ashort while passed with nothing terribly
exciting happening. The serving girl got most of what she served from the tavern keeper, but every now
and then she hurried up the aide on my right to the shadowed door recessed into the back wall and
through it, then came out aminute or two later with what was probably supposed to be food. From what
| could see and smédll as she passed my table, it wasn't anything | would have had the nerve to swallow,
even on abet. The small, overfilled bowls dripped new stains to add to the old on her chegp skirt and
blouse, and none of what she brought looked hot but the soup, which looked even greasier than it did
hot.

The working women stationed &t their own tables glared in my direction at first, but once I'd shaken my
head to the offers of three men who came over one at atime, they understood | wasn't there to compete.
All of thewomen were abit long in the tooth and were trying to hide it by wearing too-youthful, low-cut
blouses and very full, very bright skirts. Their less-than-tender age was probably the reason they were
working atavern rather than anight house, and the men | turned down seemed disappointed that | wasn't
there to replace them.



| Spped at my brew as| let my gaze wander across the big room, faintly surprised that the patrons of a
place like that were so well-mannered and well-behaved. There were no arguments, no fights, no rowdy
laughter and horseplay, no insstent drunks to discourage; even the men who had approached me had
taken no for an answer without afuss. There was some quiet laughter a some of the tables, but most of
the conversations seemed serious and absorbing, at least to the men engaged in them. | was beginning to
wonder what sort of place that tavern redlly was, when the door was yanked open and six men laughed
their way in.

"Well have brew and lots of it," one of them called even before they'd reached the counter, their raucous
amusement intruding on everyone's previous quiet. Scowls followed them asthey moved acrossthe floor,
but the sight of their tan |eathers and swordbelts kept words from joining the scowls. The Six newcomers
were mercenaries, and when they reached the counter they casudly pushed the men aready there out of
the way so they could dl stand together.

I'd been curious as to whether the tavern keeper would give them the same lecture about trouble that
hed given me, but possibly once aday wasthe limit for that particular lecture. He busied himsdif filling
flagons without saying any-thing at al, and it was difficult tdling if the previous conversations had started
up again because of the laughing, joking and noise of the six. One of them pounded on the counter as
though it were adrum, gpparently trying to hurry the arrival of the brew, and once held started another
laughed and joined him.

All six had flagonsin front of them and had swallowed down half or more of the round, when one of
those in the middle of the line stepped away from the counter fast with alaugh of hisown. The serving girl
had hung back among the tables until she thought the mercenaries were occupied with drinking and then
had tried hurrying past behind them, but the one in the center hadn't been as distracted asthe rest and
had turned fast to catch her. She gasped with fright as she was pulled up against the big man, avery
young girl caught up in something she wanted no part of, and the tavern keeper finally remembered there
were supposed to berulesin that place.

"Sheain't for nothin' but servin' drinks'n food," he said to the mercenary holding the struggling girl, raising
his voiceto be heard over the laughter of the others. ™Y ou want awoman, take one athem that's here for
it. Thegirl'sgot choreswaitin' in the kitchens.”

"l likemy rags at least haf adecade younger than my grandmother,” the man answered, grinning down at
the whimpering girl rather than looking &t the tavern keeper. "This one doesn't have much in the face, but
I'll bet she'sround and ready under al that cloth. Y ou don't mind if | just take alook, do y-"

The way hiswords suddenly broke off drew my full attention back to the incident, agood part of my
thoughts having drifted away to consder how long I'd have to St there waiting to be contacted. Knowing
how well most taverns protected their own had kept me from worrying that the girl would be hurt, but
suddenly it was no longer the girl who the mercenary was looking at. Moving away from the counter had
put him in aposition to see my table with nothing blocking his view, and that's what he was looking at
over thetop of the girl's head. My table. And me.

"On second thought, maybe the girl should go and do her chores,” the man said, loosening hishold
enough that his victim was able to push avay from him and race sumbling into the aide leading to the
kitchens. "I know better when | seeit, and that'swhat I'm seeing right now."

His easy grin was now being sent directly to me, and then he began coming over right behind it. His
friends had turned to look at me aswell, most of them chuckling, and acold knot tightened in my middle
when the tavern kegper put one hand on the counter but didn't say aword. The serving girl was one of
hisbut | wasn't, which meant | was gtrictly on my own.



"Thiscertainly isanicer placethan | thought it would be," the mercenary said as he sopped in front of
my table, leaning forward to rest hisfistson it. That close his dark-haired and dark-eyed good |ooks
couldn't be missed-or the fact that he'd had a couple even before getting to the tavern. It wasfairly clear
he was ayounger son of some noble house, probably of the lesser nobility, and had found amore
comfortable home as a mercenary than he would have had in a position that required some sense of
honor.

"I find | redly likethisplace," he said, grin going wider as he stared a me. "Especidly theway it's
decorated. Let'syou and | discuss your price while we look for acomer where we can be done, girly.
My friendsand | had along ride getting here, so plan on earning every copper.”

"I'm not one of the workershere" | said, not believing for aminute that he thought | was, raising my
flagon left handed to casudly sip fromit. "I had my own long ride getting here, and now I'm trying to
enjoy aquiet drink. Why don't you go back to your friends and do the same?’

"Well, well, now that'swhat | cdl luck," he drawled, picking out from what I'd said the only part he
wanted to hear. "If you're not one of the workers here, then | don't have to worry about paying you. Get
up and let'sgo.”

I'd never redlly believed before that the things you go through can make you stupid, but that wasthetime
| found out it wastrue. If I'd had any sense| would have gone with him quietly to get him away from his
friends, waited until he had his pants down around his knees, then showed him what agood edge my
dagger had taken. That'swhat | would have doneif I'd had any sense, but I'd spent too much of too
many days being told how obedient good little femal es were sup-posed to be. | had never been agood,
obedient littlefemae, and | felt strongly that it had been too long sincethelast time I'd provediit.

"Cometo think of it, that iswhat they say about mercenaries, isn't it?' | drawled back, seeing the
confusion coming into hisdark eyes. ™Y ou're the ones who always need somebody else to do the getting
up. What do you plan for once we find some place to be aone? Watching while | seeto mysdlf?"

The confusion disgppeared from hiseyesto let fury takeits place, hisrecognition of the snickering insult
coming just about immediately. That particular insult was the one most likdly to start afight with any
mercenary gtill breathing and ableto lift awegpon, and the onein front of me proved himsdlf no
exception. With agrowling snarl he straightened up and showed how dangerous he was by knocking the
smadl table out from between us, sending it and my brew flying off to hisright and my left. Mogt of the
tavern's patrons stayed where they were, doing the sort of watching-but-not-watching indulged in by
those who have no intentions of getting involved in afight, but four men at anearby table discovered they
were too nearby. The flung table dmost landed in their 1aps, causing them to jump up and back, and their
movement drew theimmediate, glaring attention of the man I'd insulted. He watched them only amatter
of seconds, just long enough to be sure they were backing off with nervous glancesfor the mercenaries
dtill at the counter, but when he turned back to me he discovered held taken too long with the distraction.
With the table out of the way 1'd did to my feet and to the right, with the aide and the door to the
kitchens now behind me. He began an angry step forward, then stopped abruptly when he saw the

dagger inmy right fist.

"Do you expect that to impress me, you stupid rag?" he snarled, the movement of his eyes showing he
hadn't redized I'd stand only an inch or two lessthan hisown height. "Holding ablade isn't anything at all
likeusng one

"Itisn't?" | asked in turn, giving him alook of wide-eyed innocence. "I didn't know that. Why don't you
comealittle closer, so | can find out what the differenceis.



Therewas astir among the men not watching the goings on, aripple that was most likely strongly
suppressed laughter. The other mercenaries il at the counter dlso gtirred, and the face of themanin
front of me darkened when he redlized he couldn't ask for help from hisfriends. They'd heard meinsult
one of their number and had felt insult of their own, but | was only awoman with nothing but adagger, an
easy victim for someone who was both mae and mercenary. The man who had started the fusswould
haveto finish it aone, anecessity whether he wanted it to be or not. He hadn't yet noticed that hisfriends
couldn't come at me unless they knocked him down or climbed over the counter, but even if he had he
probably would have thought my positioning was an accident. He was stupid even for amercenary, but
he didn't believe in taking chances.

"Now you want me closer?' he asked, deliberately stepping back as he forced a sneer into hisvoice.
"I've heard that ragslike to change their minds, but | don't fed like letting you do that. Y ou wanted me at
adistance, so you'll get me a adistance - sword distance, that is.”

He laughed as he reached for his hilt and drew, taking it dow to give me plenty of timeto seeit coming
and panic. Facing asword with nothing but a dagger was an excellent way of committing suicide, but I'd
known too many mercenaries to have been anything like positive that held decideto play it fair. I'd been
hoping he'd be arrogant enough to draw his own dagger, and when he didn't | had to ignore that cold
knot deep ingde asit tightened again.

Heflicked hispoint at me casualy, more interested in frightening me than in scoring, but when | smply
leaned aside to cause the miss and that not-laughter rippled through the patrons again, hisrage returned. |
was supposed to have franticaly tried beating hisweapon away instead of al but ignoring it, and hewas
beginning to realize how idiotic he looked. WWomen were supposed to tremble back from men and their
weapons, ot thumb their noses and tick their tongues out, and he and hisrage weren't going to let me
get away with it. He growled again, deep in histhroat, then started swinging in earnest.

Hisfirst blow chipped splinters of wood out of the counter as| jumped back, my dagger blade diding the
back swing on itsway safely past me when it came. Those two moves hadn't been particularly difficult,
not after dl thetraining I'd had, but that was scarcely the end of it. Even as| ducked awild swing a my
head | cursed the lack of a proper weapon, knowing beyond doubt that | could have taken the
mercenary if I'd had asword in my fist. If he'd been any good he would have been aBlade or afighter,
and as more of the counter exploded in chips | cursed at the thought of being ended by someone that
unskilled. Not only wasit unfair it was wrong, my own life being the very leest of it. My father - my
gsters - what would become of them-?

It may have been desperation that fired through me then, or maybe it was stubbornness and the
knowledgethat | had very little to lose. The mercenary had hislips pedled back from histeeth ashe
stopped and drew an X inthe air in front of me with his point, no attempt to reach mein the gesture; the
movement was the beginning of an exercise taught to the very young, away of regaining the control of
caminthemiddle of afight without leaving yoursalf unprotected or off-baance. The man had paused in
his attack to gather himsdlf for amore precise effort, and | knew in an instant that | had to use that pause
or hisnext attack would end it al.

I've heard people say how time dowed for them when they were forced to afina, desperate move, how
it had amost seemed like adream they moved through rather than redlity. | had just enough timeto wish
it would happen the same for me, but then the second X came and after it the third, and then it dl went so
fast | would have missed it if I'd blinked. The mercenary, strengthened by the calm he'd captured, svung
out of the bottom of the last leg of hisexercise and into adash sarting high on hisright, not the least
pause or hesitation as be rolled into the downstroke. So fast was the movement that it was nearly ablur,
difficult to follow and impossible to avoid. If | hadn't already begun my own movement | would have



been caught staring, doing nothing to keep from being cut down where| stood.

But | had started my own movement, a counter | would have considered insaneif I'd had thetimeto
think about it. Instead of moving back again up an aidel wasrapidly running short of, my counter took
me toward the mercenary and his descending blade, my left arm raising up asthough | woreashield on
it. I had enough time to catch ablinding flare of slver and then | felt the crashing jar againgt my arm, the
staggering blow that would have knocked meflying if | hadn't been braced for it. Left leg forward and
body s, the weight crashing into my left arm triggered the movement of my right, bringing the dagger
forward fagt with al the strength | had in me.

Sashing into the body in front of me, the body now close enough to reach, my blade diding through
leather to find nothing of mail benesth, nothing but flesh and sinew to dice through. Deep, degp it went in
an ingant'stimelesstime, rushing in and in until stopped by the dam of metd hilt to leather.

He screamed. How he stayed dive long enough to scream and stagger backward | have no idea, but the
mercenary screamed and backed, pulling the dagger hilt out of my grip. His face contorted, hissword in
hisfist and my dagger in hisbelly, blood running down his leathers and from his mouth, he screamed and
backed away from the woman who had killed him, hisdying eyesfilled with horror. | felt agood measure
of horror of my own, seeing my only weapon backing away with him, forcing mysalf into motion despite
the pain washing over me. My left arm flared so wildly | thought it might be broken, and | hadn't any time
at al to wonder how | could have forgotten about the bracer | wore. Vedin's bracer that he hadn't asked
to have back, still wrapped tight around my arm, forgotten about and unnoticed until it had kept asword
fromdicingintome.

The mercenary kept staggering back and screaming until hisleft hand ran out of counter to move along,
and then, as though only that contact had kept him erect, he fell backward to sprawl among the tables.
The scream had ended with a choking, bubbling sound logt in the crash of hisfall, and the sudden silence
worked againgt rather than for me. The other mercenaries had seemed frozen in place dl the while, held
where they were by the scream, but as soon asit ended their paralysiswent with it. | had timefor two
more steps forward, nearly to the dagger and sword that lay there waiting for me, and then the knot of
them werein front of meinstead, faces twisted in rage and hands reaching for weapons.

My lipswent dry as my heart thudded madly, the knot ingde adding its burning twist to therest. There
was no way those five were going to let melive now, and even as | shifted to backing from their snarling
fury | regretted that the last things | would be aware of would be stale brew and vomit-clotted sawdugt,
the slence of fear and the snarling of hatred. | had won an unfair fight and now was going to diefor it, but
couldn't find an ounce of regret anywherein me, at least for what | had done. | died trying, Father, not
running or on my knees, | thought as | backed dowly and reluctantly from the pack who wanted my
blood. | know you'd never ask more of me than that, but | do so wish | could have hel ped you and my
sgers-

"That'sfar enough,” a sudden, harsh voice came from behind me, nearly sopping my life asit sopped the
mercenariesin their advance up the aide. "Thisis the man who sent for you, but one step more and helll
need to send for replacements. If | swear to nothing elsein my life, that | certainly swear to."

The mercenaries stared behind me with sullen, muttering uneasiness, unwilling to give up my blood but
finding themsalves faced with no other choice. | thought | knew exactly why they had no other choice,
but I'd never make mysdlf believeit unless| turned to look. It took something of an effort to make that
turn, and once it was completed | ill couldn't quite believe it. The man Oeran, the one I'd cometo
contact, siood there with acold scowl on hisface for the knot of mercenaries, hisfingerstoying with his
hilt as though he had an intolerable itch, and beside and behind him - ; Black leather, black swordbelts.



Siver meddlionswith the gleam of asmdl jewel.
Four faces with blazing eyes begging the least of movements from the mercenaries now behind me.
The most beautiful of sights|'d thought I'd never see again. And the one who had spoken was-

"Rull," I whigpered, actudly feding light-headed, and then | was rushing forward to try hugging four
bodies at once in so limited an amount of body space.

"Do you believe they're actudly annoyed?" the man Oeran said as he sat himsdlf behind the very plain
desk, having just returned to the room amoment earlier. "They seemto fed it'sunfair for afemae Blade
to wak around dressed like an ordinary woman; it causes too many misunderstandings and difficulties”

"Poor things, now they'll be uneasy the next time one of them getsin the mood for rape,” | commented,
swirling the brew in the goblet | held. " Another innocent pastime ruined by the unthinking actions of a
woman who refusesto be aquiet, reasonable victim."

"What in Evon's name made you send for them in the first place, Oeran?' Rull asked from the chair to my
right, a straight-backed wooden chair hed moved as close as possible to the raggedy old leather one |
sat in. Foist stood to my left, arms folded as he leaned one shoulder on the plain stone wall, Jak sprawled
inhisown rickety chair to Foist's left, Ham squatted to Rull'sright, his dark eyes till smoldering. To
someone who didn't know them the four were completely at ease, but | wasn't someone who didn't
know them.

"I sent for them because | had no choice," Oeran answered, his sourness clear as he poured wineinto a
goblet of hisown. "Every Blade and Fighter till in one piece is committed either in the north or the west,
and that leaves only mercenariesfor hire. If | wait to fight back againgt what's happening, ignoring it while
hoping it'll go away, | won't have to worry about any of it because | won't be around to hire anybody. |
usualy prefer better quality workers, but even your Fistmate gave me the impression she had other things
to do with her time. What else was | supposed to do?"

"Y ou still haven't told uswhat your problem s, Foist pointed out, hisvery light eyes on the smdl man he
spoketo. "And if you offered hire to Softy here, why didn't you do the same with us? Y ou have athing
about liking women better?"

"My friend, I'd like women better even if that wasn't part of my line of work," Oeran answered, hisgrin
wide and full of amusement. "1 don't redlly understand why, it must be one of those strange urges some
men get fromtimeto time.”

With Rull and Ham and Jak chuckling. Foist admitted held asked afoolish question by showing afaint
but real smile of amusement. Oeran saw it as he Spped hiswine, silently accepting the point he'd won,
then shook his head.

"To answer your question more serioudy, | tried to snap up you four even before Rullin and | were
through greeting one another after dl thistime, but he told me you were here for another reason. If I'd
known it was your Fistmate there you were after, or even that she was the one waiting for mein the
tavern, dl this unpleasantness could have been avoided.”

"Do you mean you knew | was out there?' | interrupted, Sitting up abit straighter in the chair. "Then why
didn't you come out and say something?"

"Now, don't get mad at me," the man protested, looking the least bit uncomfortable. "When | got here
with your Fistmates, | wastold therewas agirl in the tavern I'd offered aplace to, one alittle better than



the ordinary run of workers who come through there looking to accept my offer. | wasinterested, of
course, but frankly | had other, more important things on my mind right then. If I don't do something to
get my problems solved, | won't need any more workers because I'll be out of business.”

"Wait aminute," | said, knowing | was missing something in his explanation. "1 don't understand what you
mean by "workers." How many female Blades can there be around here that you offer hireto?

"My dear young thing, there aren't any other female Blades around for meto offer hireto,” he said, trying
to hide hisamusement behind hiswine cup. "If you'd comeinto the tavern wearing black leathersand a
swordbdlt, the message given me would have been completely different. Asit was- Can you blame my
peoplefor believing an unarmed girl in adress was after anything but a place asaworker in one of my
night houses?'

"A worker where?' | demanded, totally outraged but finally able to understand the odd look I'd gotten
from the tavern keeper - and the reason he hadn't asked me to pay for the brew. Either Oeran owned the
tavern aswell, and as a prospective worker | was entitled to afree drink, or the tavern keeper had
decided to takeit out in trade at some later time. Whichever the reason | didn't particularly carefor it,
and the laughter dl around me wasjust making it worse. Oeran might have been trying to hide his
amusement, but my Fissimates weren't that shy.

"Cometo think of it, she might not be too bad as a night house worker," Jak remarked, hisgrin clear
where he still sprawled in the old chair to my Ieft. " She can't say she doesn't like the surroundings, or
what sheld be paid for doing. And the four of us could help by being her first clients.”

" think she needsto work on her friendly smile abit morefirst," Foist said, thistime showing amost as
much of agrin as Jak. "It's only Evon keeping that glare from killing you, Jak, and I've seen her looking
like that before. By the time she was done back then, there was enough free-running blood to paint this
room with. I'd rather keep my blood right whereit is, and I'd guess her other clientswould fed the
same.”

"Oh, | don't know, it might be worth therisk," Rull added his own oar, chuckling when my eyes|eft Foist
to cometo him. "'l never thought she/d look that good in adress, but now | can see | waswrong. It
makes me wonder what she'd look like in anight house outfit.”

"A night house outfit while shesriding fifth in the Figt?' Ham asked, not about to miss histurn. "That may
not be such abad idea. While the enemy's busy gawking at her, we can just trot on up to them and
knock them out of their saddles. It could save usalot of trouble - if she can stay awake long enough to
work the house and the Fist both."

"I think I now understand what it takes to be amember of aFist," Oeran said, closing the circle hed
opened without giving me the chance to say anything of my own to those four pegbrains. "It takes an
absolute disregard for personal danger, dmost a conscious desire for suicide. Y ou four act asthough
you've never seen her fight.”

"Oh, we know what she can do,” Rull said, histone, unlike his sudden stare, suggesting he was
completely unconcerned. "We're the ones she usualy doesit with, which means we know shed never do
it to us. When wasit that you saw her fight?'

Oeran had been enjoying himsdlf, but Rull's quiet question pulled the amusement out of the Situation for
the smal man, especidly when he saw that my other Fistmates were just as sobered. | took aswallow of
my brew in an attempt to cool my temper, trying to decideif | redly was more annoyed at that than I'd
been over the teasing. Those four had dways hated hearing 1'd gotten into afight without them, just as
though they protected me when we fought together - which they'd never done. Their attitude smply didn't



make any sense, and I'd never been able to understand it.

"Sheturned up at atime when | wasn't freeto do my own fighting,” Oeran answered, looking at Rull but
aware of the others. " She took that garbage out neat as you please, and that's how we met. What's the
matter, wasn't she supposed to?"

He glanced from face to face with the question, serioudy concerned, then discovered he wasn't being
stared at any longer. The way held phrased his question had suddenly reminded my Fistmates how | felt
about that particular attitude, and they were dl just as suddenly talking to me at once. | let it go on for no
more than a matter of seconds, then held up my hand for silence.

"The man asked you a question, bondmates,” | said into the quiet | was given, inspecting my cup with
extreme atention. "Why don't one or more of you answer him?'

"Damn it, Softy, you know we didn't mean it likethat," Rull protested, apparently speaking for al of
them. "Y ou aways get so wild, when dl weretrying to say is- Oeran, there's no "supposed to” about it.
We know she can handle hersdf aone, if she couldn't she wouldn't bein our Fist, but how are we
supposed to explain what it feels likeinsde for us when she does do a sol0? She's never been ableto
understand that part of us, and sometimes| get the feeling she doesn't even want to. Like now, for
ingance.

"I reglly doubt she's being thick or stubborn on purpose, Rull," the man Oeran answered with what
sounded like sympathy while | found mysdf giving Rull avery cold stare. "Women are built different from
men on theinsgde aswdll asthe outside, that's why we have such trouble getting a ong with them. It's not
that they don't want to see things our way, they usualy can't. Are you and the others able to seeit her

wey?

Rull had been more or lessreturning my glare, dmost as annoyed as | was, but when Oeran asked his
question our Fist leader turned his head to look at the smaller man, and then he nodded.

"Y ou may beright," he admitted, seeing Jak'sfaint smile and duplicating it. "Looking & thingsfrom a
woman's point of view makes very little senseto us, but it must make sense of some kind to them or
they'd spend lesstime inssting on it. So Soft and Gentle pulled your backside out of the flames, and that's
how you two met. Y ou were about to tell us how it got into the flamesin the first place when we were
interrupted by that little girl from the tavern.”

"Having hygterics" Oeran agreed with agrimace, leaning back in hischair. "All right, let's seeif | can find
some sort of beginning for you. It isn't as easy asit sounds, not when thisthing sort of crept up from
behind and was dl over mebefore| knew it."

A brief knock at the door brought awoman with atray into the room, the tray holding a good selection
of meat and pastry nibbles. Oeran interrupted himsdlf to gesture the woman into taking the tray around to
his guests, but athough the food was considerably more appetizing than what had come past mein the
tavern, when she gpproached me | smply shook my head. | was using my right hand to hold my cup of
brew, my left arm il hurting alittle too much for me to want to move it unnecessarily. | no longer
thought it was broken, but it would save agood ded of argument and fussing if my Fistmates knew
nothing about the painin the first place.

"This could get to be along story, so help yourselves asyou like," Oeran said once the woman had put
thetray down on hisdesk and |eft. "Asat least you know, Rull, | retired from being a Blade about a
decade ago, when my parents died and my little Sster needed someoneto look after her. Sheand | are
al that'sleft in theway of family, and | wasn't abouit to |leave her with strangers who cared more about
her wedlth than about her.



"I came back home to the south and used some of my share of the estate |eft us to buy anight house here
in Genseg, and that was the start of it. The house prospered, | used my profits to buy a second and then
athird, and even found mysdlf with enough left over for other, quiet investments, like that tavern out there
and awarehouse or two. Things aren't the same here asthey arein the north, but in some waysit's more
relaxed and life was sweet and full.

"Then, about ayear ago, small changes started cropping up,” he went on, afrown on hisface, hiseyes
seeing something other than that large, undecorated room. " Some of my houses regular clients stopped
coming by, but it took afew months before the number of them grew large enough to notice. | bought a
few drinksfor those till coming in who were friends of the missing, but the most | could learn was that
the men, or in some indtances their wives, had "gonerdigious.” They weredl villagersor farmers, living
within acouple or three days ride from the city, so | naturadly couldn't understand what the problem was.
They werefollowers of Grail, and Grail, like Evon, had aways recognized natura needs rather than try to
deny them. There'sno harm in alittle relaxation, and often there's even some good. Y ou'd never believe
how many villagers get sent to anight house by their wives, because one of them picked up some
technique and brought it home to hiswoman. The woman is surprised and delighted, tells her friends all
about it, and the next thing you know half the villageis here, needing something to take hometo their own
wives. Before| started in thisbusiness, | wouldn't have believed it.”

"Those women must be awfully sure of their men, to send men off to other women,” Rull commented, as
amused astherest of us. "Youd think they'd prefer keeping their men completely theirs.”

"Lifeisnt easy for village or farm women," Oeran said with ashrug, having taken aswallow of hiswine.
"After years of breaking their backsright beside their husbands, they know if it's love and companionship
holding the man there, or nothing more than duty or having nowhere e seto go. The oneswho have
shared their lives are smply looking for more to share, and usudly the men can't wait to get hometo do
that sharing. The ones who have shared nothing but spite, accusation and insecurity never find out what
their husbands do on their own, and wouldn't appreciate it even if they knew.

"But asl said, that'sthe way it used to be. For what seemed like no reason men weren't coming in any
longer, and none of those who il visited seemed willing to talk about details. The others had "gotten
religion,” and that wasthat. Another few months went by - and then what had started in the villages
moved into the city.

"Thefirst | knew about it was one night about Six months ago,” he said, histone now grim and depressed,
aperfect match to hisexpression. "I was working on the books in the study of my largest house, when
my chief guard came burgting in. He said there was trouble and | was needed right away, which told meit
wasn't the usud sort of trouble like abrawl. My house men are al trained to handle individuals or crowds
with aminimum of fuss, and they'reredly very good. | followed my chief out into the main part of the
house, and there he was, moving from areato area, shouting and preaching - apriest of Grail like none
you've ever seen.”

"Y oung, supercilious, arrogant, and dressed in robes made from better materia than even you can easily
afford,” | put forward as a stab in the dark, while my Fistmates muttered something and glanced at each
other. Oeran's eyes narrowed as my stab hit vitals, and the muttering was abruptly cut off.

"How in hell did you know?' the small ex-Blade demanded, straightening in his chair. Y ou couldn't have
been there, or | would have known it. Thisisn't the north, where there are amost as many women visiting
houses asthere are men. Around here, the few fema e regulars are known on an individual basis”

"Let'sjust say | attended a different performance of the same pageant production,” | told him. preferring
not to go into details. "The priest | ran into wasn't only the way | described him, hewasaso aliar, a



sneak and a backstabber. The peoplein the village needed only alittle help to throw him out on his
outraged dignity, and | didn't mind supplying that help. That'swherel got thisdress.”

"W, the people in the house that night didn't start out being quite that cooperative,” Oeran said, too
distracted by his own problemsto think to ask why 1'd needed clothing. 1'd decided on the way to the
tavern to try getting help without mentioning who | was, leaving that little revelation for any lagt-ditch
efforts| might have to make, and | hadn't yet changed my mind. | was sure Rull hadn't yet told the
ex-Blade | was his Duke's daughter or Oeran would have said something, but | hadn't yet figured away
to ask for his help without changing that. If my Fistmates hadn't been there it would have been easier, but
asitwas...

"When | got to the scene of the shouting, every client in the house looked like he was ready to take off
running and not stop for aweek,” Oeran went on, more dumped than relaxed in hischair. "The priest
was ranting at them, telling them they were cursed forever, that when they findly went Home, Grail would
dam the door in their faces and never let them in. He went on and on about how they had to do penance,
how they had to pay for their sins, how they were forbidden to even think about ever doing anything like
that again. Hell, hewas dl but foaming at the mouth, and alot of those people he was tormenting were
long-time friends of mine. | got mad, interrupted and told him he sounded morelike apriest of Rames,
the god mercenaries swear by, than apriest of Grail, and that started him on me. I've never been
backward about saying what | fedl, not even to priests of Evon, so | jumped in with both feet.

"To make the story shorter than it was, it turned out the loud-mouthed fool was better at dictating and
damning than debating and defending. He seemed to know |ess about the old-time teachings of Grail than
| did, and I've been afollower of Evon since three years past my first decade. Once he began making
mistakes and outright misstatements the men in the house stopped being afraid and started getting mad,
and after awhile | was able to have my men throw him out without more than two of my clients coming
down offended and marching out after him. After that incident | decided it was more than time | found
out exactly what was going on, and did what | should have done to begin with. | offered silver for
information, and just sat back asit began pouring in.

"Once| had thewhole picture, | dmost wished | didn't,” he said with asigh, looking down into hiswine.
"Apparently those new priests were moving in everywhere, ingsting that Grail now demanded more from
hisfollowers, got on their backs and refused to get off, and were preaching against everyone who
followed another god, especidly Evon. They were being obeyed alot more strictly inthe villagesthanin
the city, but that's only to be expected. City dwellers are more used to finding ways around laws they
don't happen to like. Everything was in an unspoken turmoil, and those who knew about it were
beginning to beworried.”

"I don't blame them,” Jak said, leaning forward in his chair and making it cregk. "I've never heard a
Servant talk against the other gods before, never even heard about it happening somewhere ese. It
would be nice to know wheat they expect to get before they back off."

"What gives you the ideathey intend backing off?" Oeran asked, reaching for one of thetidbitson the
tray hisdesk held. "They've begun the process of controlling every facet of their followers lives, from no
egting without their approval to no sex without that same gpprova. If you want to start farming anew
piece of land, you need the priest's blessing. If your wife wants to weave anew wool blanket, the wool
has to be blessed aswell asthe loom. Any trip you want to make, any changes on your house, any
additionsto your family - it all needs gpprova. And anyone who tries disagresing with them or fighting
them meetswith unfortunate - incidents.”

Oeran put the tidbit in his mouth and began chewing it, but no one took the opportunity to comment. |
could see my Fistmates were fedling the same chill | was, and also probably wondering how something



likethat could have gotten started.

"They began by trying to beat up my clients, either on their way to one of my houses, or on their way
home," Oeran said once held swallowed the tidbit and finished the last of thewinein hiscup. "When |
found out about it, | hired every backstreet bravo my agents could corner long enough to make the offer
to, and that took care of it. The City Guard wasn't as safe walking or riding the Streetsasmy clients
were. That, of course, was when they started going after me instead, and | never redlized they were so
low they'd use my sister againgt me until it happened. That was when your Soft and Gentle came along,
saving me from ending up in apool of my own blood. I'd sent for those mercenaries when the atacks
first started, intending to use them to wipe out as much of the garbage as possible and give us some
breathing and thinking room. That tavern is now being used exclusively by those who have reportsto
make to me, or those who want to talk about what's happening without worrying that someone will
overhear them and tell their priest. | was tempted to go ahead with my origind plans, but I've just about
decided that would be the worst thing | could do in light of this new mess. Y ou must have heard abot it;
No one's getting into the city without being told."

"Yes, we heard," Rull said, making no effort to look in my direction. "The Dukeisbeing held in hiscadtle,
aong with two of hisdaughters. Are you sure the ones holding him are linked with these new priests of
Grail? The City Guard seemsto think it's rebdls, and they haven't said why he's being held. We were
assuming it was for ransom, and were wondering how much gold they were asking for, that it hasn't

aready been paid.”

"They're not rebdls, and they're not asking for gold,” Oeran said, dowly refilling his cup with wine before
risng to pass the bottle to Ham. "The city officids are keeping close on what they are being asked for,
because they know they can't supply it under any circumstances. Evenif they had what was being
demanded of them, handing it over to free the Duke would probably get them al cut down once hewas
free. By hisown sword with hisown hand. | used my specia connectionsto find out about it, and for
once redly fed sorry for those officiousidiots. They can't free the Duke without paying up, and if they
pay up the Duke himself will have their heads and no one will blame him. They've gotten so desperate,
they're ready to try storming the castle.”

"Which will get them exactly nowhere even if they manage to raise an army, which they wont,” Rull said,
taking the wine bottle from Ham and passing it on to Foist without pouring anything into the cup he held.
Ham had taken no more than adrop, Foist did the same, and Jak returned the bottle to Oeran with no
more than anod of thanks. That was another sign of how unrelaxed the four were, but Oeran didn't seem
to notice.

"If the attack getsthem nowhere, it won't matter in the least,” Oeran said, clearly more upset now than he
had been. "The thing they refuse to understand is that they probably will get somewhere, but not to a
placethey'll enjoy standing on. If that dimefindsitsaf under attack, they could very well decideto hurt
oneof thelittle girlsin order to stop it. They don't haveto kill her, you understand, just - hurt her.”

"Then they've got to be given what they're asking for,” | said, finding it impossible to St quietly any longer.
Foist came away from hiswal when | stood, putting a hand to my |eft shoulder, but | shook it off with al
the fury and impatience crowding around insgde me. "Tell me what they want, Oeran, and I'll seeto it that
they get it. I'd rather feed them three feet of sted, but - Tell me what they want.”

"Takeit easy, Softy, there are some prices no one can afford to pay,” Rull said from my right, his hand
refusing to be shaken off my arm. "Evenif you plan on taking it back later, giving it up in thefirst place
meansyou've let the enemy win. Find out what it is before you make any decisions about giving it to
them.”



With Jak and Ham aso on their feet, Oeran was the only one left Sitting. He stared around at usin
bewilderment and confusion, trying to figure out what we were talking about, but | didn't have thetimeto
wait until hedid.

"All right, then, I'm simply asking," | said, not bothering to look at Rull in any usdess effort to make him
believe me. "Tell mewhat they're after, Oeran, and welll let Evon's code of honor decide. If it isn't
dishonorable, it getsdone.”

"But that'sjust it,” Oeran protested, dowly rising to hisfeet. "It's nothing other than dishonorable, and
everyone knowsit - not to mention impossible. For the release of the Duke and the two little girls, the
ones holding them want to be given the Duke's ldest daughter in exchange, but she's disappeared!”

Chapter Fourteen

| stood there silent for amoment or two, but not because | was particularly shocked - or especialy
aurprised. All that back-trail sneaking around, avoiding the main road and that inn-wasted time and effort,
al of it. Rather than searching usdesdy, the enemy had come ahead and made sure | would be handed
over to them whenever | returned, no matter where 1'd been in the meanwhile. | put my cup down on
Oeran's desk then used the hand to rub at my left arm, so furious and frustrated | wanted to scream and
break things. The enemy wanted me so badly they were prepared to go to any lengthsto get me, but |
didn't know why! Why was | so important to them, what could they possibly be after?

"S0 you can see why we can't give them what they want,” Oeran said after the sllence had gone on longer
than he liked, hisvoice till sounding odd. "Very few people in these parts even know whét the girl looks
like, because she hasn't been homein years. And even if we knew where she'd disappeared to and got
her back, what man of honor would hand her over in trade, even if the Duke didn't have his heart for it?
There's nothing any of uscan do.”

"There's plenty to be done, especiadly for someof us,” | said, straightening where | stood. "Who'sin
charge of dickering with those "rebels," and where can he be found?'

"No," Rull said very flatly before Oeran could answer me, the single word carrying thefindity of the ages.
"I'm Figt leader, and | say no. WEll find some other way."

"Thereisno other way, and | resigned from the Company,” | answered, kegping my eyes only on Oeran.
"Whét |

do now is no one's decision but my own, and that decison is made. How do | get to the peoplein
charge, Oeran?'

"So that'swho you are," the small man said, staring at me with an expression even odder than histone of
voice. "And | thought when we first met that you might bein trouble with the Law, or someone the City
Guard would soon be looking for. Where have you been, and what's going on?"

"It'salong story,” | said, beginning to fed very tired. "Let'sjust say our friends up at the castle had me
and then lost me, but now they're about to get me back. If | do it myself there's nothing of the
dishonorableinit, and you can bet they'll end up sorry they asked for me. | don't know what they expect
to get out of thismess, but | know damned well what they will get.”

"I'm sorry, girl, but it just won't work," Oeran said, sympathy showing strongly in hisdark eyes. "It may
not be dishonorablefor you to give yoursef in trade, but if any of the city officidsalow it they'll ill have
your father al over them afterward. They know that evenif you don't.”



"And theré's something you're not considering,” Rull said while Oeran |ooked uncomfortable over the
way | stared a him. "What real guarantee do you have that those people will release your father and
gsters once they have you? Are you willing to accept the word of men who uselittle girlsand promise
pain to get what they want? What will you do if you give yoursdlf to them, and then they decide they
don't want to leave your father in apogition to send hisfighters after them? And that burdening
themsaves with two small childrenisentirely unnecessary? Y oull aready betheir prisoner, Softy, so
what will you do?

| jerked my head around to finally look at him, seeing an intengity in hislight eyesthat wasn't usudly there
when we weren't in the midst of battle. Evon with chilled fury savagely tearing me gpart, | suddenly
redized that Rull wasin the middle of afight, a least asfar ashe was concerned. At another time, |
would have wondered what it was he was trying to win; right then al | did was pick up the cup | had just
put down, turned deliberately, then hurled it againgt the stone wall behind and between Jak and Foist.

"Y ou're absolutely right, the drink in this place isn't fit for washing adog in,” Oeran said from behind me
into the most recent silence, and then | heard the sound of movement. "L et'sdl use the same side door
we camein by, and go back to the house we started from. It's the best of my three, and you showed
excdlent taste picking it out of al the housesin this city, Rull. We needed this place to be sure of privacy
for our conversation, but | suddenly find it more depressing than private. If anyone overhearsus at the
house, I'll let those mercenariestake care of it. At least it will give them something to do."

By then Oeran wasin front of me, still looking at me with sympathy and not giving adamn that held been
talking too much. Theflow of words had been meant to cam me the way soft, meaningless noises
sometimes camed awar horse, and athough they hadn't really made anything better, they aso hadn't
made it worse. | felt more than ever like striking out in dl directions, incgpable of believing that anyone,
even my Fistmates, wereredly on my sde, but at least | was able to keep from saying it doud. | would
have hated mysdf forever if I'd said something like that to the other four-fifths of my life, and then it came
to me that Oeran wasright. That bare room was depressing, and the sooner we |ft it the better.

"| left my horse stabled in that place across the street from here," | said, more than grateful that none of
them had touched me even to pat my shoulder in comfort. "We can leave after | reclam him. | paid
enough to keep him safe; I'm not about to abandon him now.”

"l have abetter idea," Oeran said, turning toward the door out of the room, possibly to hide the relief that
had flashed in hiseyes. "I'll send one of my men to get your horse, dong with the silver piece I'm sureyou
were charged. Anyone who comesinto my tavern isn't supposed to be charged, but the old thief running
the stable likes to forget that every now and again. It will be my pleasure to get the silver back for you."

| dmost told him that it wasn't my slver so | didn't particularly care, but that would have taken too much
trouble. Instead of saying anything at dl, I smply followed him ot.

Oeran'shouse wasn't al that far away, at least not the way he reached it. One back street led into the
next, adark, arched walkway saved usfrom having to circle around, and we even passed quickly and
briefly through abake shop. If | started out wondering why we weren't riding, it didn't take long before
my question was answered. But | was far too depressed to be wondering, and too upset over Jak's and
Foigt'slow-voiced conversation speculating on how the enemy had gotten into my father's castle. That
was the third time they'd gotten in, which wastotally beyond reason. How could they have doneit athird
time, when Traixe and his men were still supposedly dert and on edge from the first and second times?

| was so distracted by the rampaging of my thoughts, that we reached the back entrance of Oeran's
house without my being more than faintly aware of what my sandals had needed to walk through to get
there. It was just about full dark by then,” but the neighborhood the house stood in seemed alot less



rundown and overused than the one belonging to the tavern. A uniformed servant let usin, hisface cam
with that unimpressed expression usua to experienced night house personnel, adigtinct change from the
reactions of the people we'd passed on the way. | don't pass numberless dark but filled doorways and
aleyswithout being aware of it even when I'm distracted, but apparently the sight of lots of black leather
had kept everyone discreetly at adistance.

"Tdl the kitchen | have five guests for dinner tonight instead of four,” Oeran said to the servant/door
guard asheled theway in. "WEIl bein my meeting roomtill then, rather than inthe sdlon.”

The servant said something in acknowledgment aswe al moved past him, but | had aready stopped
listlening. There was something involved with what | had been thinking about, something to do with the
enemy and the castle, and | could have sworn it felt like an answer. An answer to what | still couldn't be
sure of, but it had to be an answer to something.

"lan't that right, Softy?' Ham said to me, and | blinked back to an awareness of my surroundingsto find
that we were in alarge room that was very expensively furnished. Oeran was closing awhite door that
stood in the middle of awall covered with golden brown silks and bright golden lamps, and the floor we
stood on looked to be white marble. Quite alot of chairs and couches stood around, some of them
golden brown leather, some golden brocade, and dthough the lamps werellit, the firewood laid in the
hearth wasntt.

"lsn't what right?" | asked, having heard nothing of what had been said before my name was mentioned.

"I wastdling Oeran that we could have waited for our med in the sdlon anyway," Ham said, afaint grin
on his broad face. " Just because we now have agirl with us, doesn't mean we have to hide her away
after sneaking her in the back door. Here in the south, they act like women need specid secret entrances
before they're dlowed to enjoy themsalves.”

"Thewomen around herejust aren't used to the ideaof patronizing night houses," Oeran said with agrin
of amusement as he headed for an elaborate sideboard filled and covered with decanters and goblets.
"Asamatter of fact, my workers aren't used to the idea ether. In asaon in the north your Fissmate
would not even be noticed, but here - Chances are my girls would freeze up, to the point of not even
being ableto smile at you. And since we are in the south, it'sladiesfirst. What would you like to drink.

Softy?"

Heturned to look at me with the question, the smile still on hisface, but it began to fade when he saw my
expression. | had to be looking thunderstruck because that'stheway | felt, and dl | could do was shake
my head.

"Secret entrances,” | said, staring at Oeran. "It hasto be that, there's nothing else it can be."

" redlly don't think they'd help, girl," Oeran said, looking concerned and confused both at the sametime.
"If women aren't used to the idea of coming to night houses, speciad entrances won't do anything to..."

"No, no, not herel" | nearly shouted, suddenly on fire with the redlization. "At the castle! That's how they
got in thosetimes, and | can do the same! | can get into the castle without their knowing about it!"

Everyone started talking at once then, asking questions and demanding to know what | meant, but | was
too busy making plansto pay attention. Getting through the city gates after dark could be a problem, but
if the Guard refused to let me through | could look for one of the unofficia ways out every city has.
Sewer drain or crack in the foundation or even over the top, I'd makeit out and then | would - But | was
wasting time, just standing therein Oeran's house and thinking. It wastimeto get out and do, but when |
turned and began heading toward the door a hand closed on my arm, pulling meto a halt.



"Hold it right there,” Rull said, hisgrip tight and alook of annoyancein hiseyes. "If you think you're
taking off to do whatever you're planning aone, that long ride from the north obvioudy scrambled your
brains. Y ou must have come looking for Oeran for areason, and I'd say it was time you talked about that
reason - and how the rest of us can be fit into what has to be done. If it was help you needed, try to
remember were alittle more effective than abunch of boar-meat sandwiches.”

| stared at him for a second, amost too impatient and anxious and worried and adozen other thingsto be
willing to take the time to consider what held said, but 1'd just been reminded of something. | had come
to Oeran for help but dso for information, and al my planshinged on apoint | till hadn't had aclear
answer to.

"I may not be ableto let anyone comewithme," | told Rull, wanting him and the othersto know | wasn't
shutting them out by choice. "There are certain - family thingsthat | have no business discussing with
anyone who isn't part of the family, but - Oeran, do they have any idea how many of those so-called
rebelsthere arein the castle?’

I'd turned back to look at the ex-Blade, and he had no need to be told how important the question was.
Instead of wasting time by mentioning drinks again, he merely shook his head.

"There are a |least three dozen, but for dl they know the number might be twice or four timesthat,” he
sad, hiseyes showing his own annoyance with such flimsy intelligence. "They do know that every House
Guard and fighter has been put under lock and key, but they don't know if it was superior numbers or
threats to the hostages that accomplished it. What did you mean, you know how they got in and you can
do the same? Everyone's been assuming the first of them got in as tradesmen and ddlivery men, and let
the othersin afterward.”

Rather than answer him immediately | turned away from five pairs of staring eyesto walk to achair, then
stood there brooding down into it without trying to sit. | knew well enough how good a Blade | was, but
even the best Blade ever born couldn't have faced more than thirty opponents and hoped to win, not
even if those opponents were entirely unskilled. There was the possibility that | might be ableto catch
them afew at atime and take them out that way, but what if | couldnt? What if they killed me or
captured me instead? That would be the end asfar as my family was concerned, and | smply couldn't
take the chance.

"All right," | said with asigh, turning again to face the five who hadn't made any attempt to rush meinto a
decison. "Presarving afamily-secret at the cost of the family itsdf makesno senseat dl. Let metell you
about what happened shortly after | got home, and then I'll tell you how | think they did it."

Weadl sat down and | described thefirgt attack in the castle, then the kidnapping that [eft me miles away
once I'd gotten free. | said nothing about having acompanion on the trip back, preferring to save that
part of it for another time, going directly, instead, to the main point.

"Ham's comment about specia secret entrances for women triggered the memory,” | said, grateful that
none of them had interrupted with the questions they al surely had. " About ayear before | was sent
north, | made adiscovery no one knew | made. One of the gamesI'd thought of to keep mysdlf amused
was the challenge of following Traixe around without hisknowing | was doing it. Since Traixewasin
charge of my father'sfightersaswell as being his advisor, following Traixe when he checked on the
fightersamost dways added at least one word to my vocabulary. It was one of the things that kept me
from growing bored with the game, and made my ultimate discovery possible.”

Thefive of them had amiled alittle, but their attention to my story hadn't wavered.

"It wasaday my father had taken my brothers hunting, and most of the fighters had gone with them,” |



continued. "1 suppose Traixe found himsalf with not enough to do, and the house was practically empty,
and - what he did was make a specia ingpection, al by himsdlf. | followed him to four placesin the castle
where the solid walls became alot less solid when he pushed on them, and once he had returned to his
gpartment | went back to those placesto find that there were tunnels behind them. At another time, |
discovered that the tunnelsled out beyond the castle into the rocky countryside.”

"And that's how you think your father's enemies got into the castie," Oeran said with a thoughtful nod.
"Through one of those tunnels. But why didn't your father's people think of that themsdlves, and how isit
going to help us? If the ones holding the castle know about the tunnels, won't they be watching for attack
from that direction?'

"l don't think s0," | said, praying to Evon | wasright. "My father's people didn't think of it because the
doorsleading out of the tunnels are heavily barred and made of rock. Anyone trying to break in that way
would be heard long before he got anywhere, but there's another way it could have been done. If my
father's messenger wasn't the only traitor in the household, the tunnel door could Ssmply have been
unbarred. And since that hasto be the way they got in, I'm fairly sure | know which tunnel they used.”

"Tunnd, sngular,” Jak said, picking up on the point a once. "That meansyou don't believethis Traixeis
thetraitor, even though he'd be the most logical suspect. If it was someone e se, the someone else would
have had to first find out about the tunnels, which shouldn't have been easy. Y our Traxie dready knew,
and evenif hedidn't do any of the rest himsdlf, he could have traded the information for gold.”

"I'd need alot more than guesswork before | believed something like that - about Traixe," | said with a
headshake, refusing to let mysdlf notice how logicd the line of thought was. ™Y ou don't know him the way
| do, Jak, and | can't believe he could have changed that much even &fter dl these years - Hed have no
reason, and people don't do things without a reason-"

| broke off then, too aware of how defensive | sounded. After the first attack Traixe should have thought
about the tunndls, only he hadn't. And he was the one who had been working so hard trying to talk me
into accepting Kylin, but supposedly only because my father would be harmed if | didn't. How did |
know my father would be hurt because he intended ordering meto leave rather than marry? Why,
because Traixe had said so, that's how | knew. But why would he do it, why - ?

"I doubt if it makes much difference whether or not this Traixe isthetraitor,” Rull said, looking as
thoughtful asthe others. "Only astupid man would sdll or share the location of more than one tunnel when
the others could be made into separate, brand-new deals or disclosures bringing power, and the Duke
would hardly belikely to keep astupid man ashisadvisor. If they do know about al the tunnelswerein
trouble and probably as good as dead, so well just have to work on the theory that just one, or at most
two, of the locations have been betrayed. What makes you think it's only one. Softy, and how does that
hdp us?'

"About the same time asthe first attack, two kitchen workers were found dead in aback corridor near
thekitchens" | said, forcing myself to abandon aline of thought that was getting me nowhere. "It didn't
mean anything to me at thetime | heard about it, but now | can see the reason they werekilled. The
entrance to one of the tunnelsis back there, and the workers must have accidentally waked in on them
when the attackers were being brought in. I'm not saying that has to be the only tunnel they know abot,
Rull, but it hasto mean they don't know about the tunnel with my little secret. With the kitchens so busy
preparing aFeasting, wouldn't they have preferred using the tunne in the family wing if they could have?
Especidly snceit's closer to where they staged their ambush? If they took the longer way that had so
many more people nearby, it has to be because they didn't know about the closer way."

"They could have had areason we're not seeing, but basicaly | tend to agree,” Rull decided with adow



nod. "They didn't useit because they don't know about it, o itslocation in the family wing shouldn't be
under guard. What did you mean about your little secret?

"Maybe | should have cdled it my little stupidity,” | said with asigh, wondering how even amere
decade-old me could have done such amindlessthing. "I did it and then | forgot about it, and for just an
ingtant | thought it was my fault the enemy had managed to get in. | didn't know those kitchen workers,
but Evon blessthem for giving up their lives so that | might seethetruth -

"Well, that's not important right now," | said, jerking mysalf back from the maudlin to the story at hand.
"Not long after | found out about the tunndls, | managed to investigate them. | had no trouble getting into
them from the castle, but getting out the other end proved impossible. | might have been big for my age,
but | wasn't big enough to lift areally heavy bar and push a door of stone open. What to do about the
problem stumped me for awhile, but then | remembered Tugy, our smith's second son. Tugy was dmost
into his second under-decade and was built even bigger than hisfather, but something had gone wrong
with him even before he was born. No matter how big and strong he grew, his mind stayed the mind of a
very little boy, anice, friendly and gentle boy, but till avery young one.

"I had played with Tugy often when | was very young, but as| got older his congtant forgetfulness
became too annoying to tolerate on aregular basis. | did spend some time with him occasiondly, devising
games that made him laugh, and it cameto methen that | had anew gameto amuse him. | snesked him
into the family wing, and then into the tunnel, and in that way was able to go through the far door any time
| pleased.”

"Don't tell meyou left it open,” Oeran said, apeculiar expression on hisfacethat | could recall seeing on
other people at other times. "It couldn't have been easy sneaking himin on aregular basis, soin order to
useit any timeyou pleased..."

"Redly, Oeran, even then | had more sensethan that,” | interrupted, aware of the amusement my
Fistmatesfelt over our host's upset. "I didn't know how often Traixe checked those tunnels, so how
could | leave the door unbarred without giving the game away? No, what | did was more involved than
that, and took advantage of the fact that Tugy had abig man's strength. | had him put metal in the ends of
the wooden bar to brace it into the stone on either side of the door, and then we loosened the bar
brackets where they were seated in the door itself. Once you set Tugy to doing something he kept right
on doing it until you told him to stop, so it redlly took very littletimeto get it finished. | so bathed the
door hingesin oil so| could get it open done.”

"And anyone smply looking at the arrangement would believe it was still secure” Oeran said, thistime
shaking his head. "The door merdly did off the bracket bolts when it was opened, and the bar and
brackets were held in place by thewadlls. If | ever get the urge to have afamily, 1'd better have nothing
but sons. | can see I'm not made to cope with daughters.”

"Luckily for the men of theworld, not all daughtersturn out to be like our Softy," Rull said with achuckle
that was echoed by my other Fistmates. "So if your little secret wasn't discovered and repaired, we have
away into the castle - if we can find it from the outside. Y ou do know wheat the location of the door
looks like from the outside?*

"I did know," | said, suddenly afraid that what 1'd done had been discovered and repaired. "For awhilel
spent more of the night outside than in, delighting in exploring among the rocks without the constant
nagging of my nursesto "stay clean” and "be careful’ and "don't climb up there, it'stoo high." | ought to
remember what the place looks like, especidly in the dark, but the only way to know for certainisto try
it. I'm ready to leave right now, so anyone coming withme..."



"Not so fagt," Oeran said as| rose from my chair, gesturing a meto stay where | waswhile hismind
considered possibilities. "1t may be dark out, but it's fill too early to launch any expeditions we don't
want the whole city to know about, and we redlly should give those in the castle a chance to settle down
for the night. Since welll be looking for something that needs to be kept quiet only we six will be going,
which means the fewer of them up and about, the better the chance that well have. And you. Softy, need
asword and something else to wear, not to mention the fact that you look like you can aso use some
deep. Firgt well have dinner, then well sart taking care of therest of it."

He got to hisfeet and looked straight at me, giving me the opportunity to argueif | redly had to, but what
he'd said made too much sense. | wanted to leave then and there, but if | did I'd Ssmply have to wait out
in the dark, taking the chance of being discovered. | forced mysdlf to nod reluctant agreement just asa
knock came at the door, which was perfect timing if | ever saw it. The knocker was Oeran's servant
telling us dinner was ready, and that put atemporary end to our main topic of discussion.

Oeranredly did very wdl for himself and the dinner was excellent, but despite the fact that that wasthe
first medl of the day for me, | had very little appetite. | ate enough to be sure | could keep going through
the rest of the night, then accepted my host's offer of aroom where | could rest until it wastimeto go. |
followed one of the servants upstairs to the back of the house, and then was|eft donein aroom | was
assured hadn't been used for clientsin awhile. The sk hangings and bed covers and room accents were
al abright, buttercup yellow accompanied by asmall amount of white, giving metheimpresson | wasin
the middle of an attack by sunshine. | grimaced as| closed the door, wondering how anyone could livein
al that enthusiagtic brightnessfor any length of time, dso wondering if the clients brought in there had
spent most of their time squinting, it was possible only the very desperate had used it, and was unused
now because no one was quite that desperate.

The nonsense of my thoughts was interrupted by the sight of something on the flouncy, enticingly arranged
bed, and walking over showed the something to be black trousers and adark green shirt. Onthe
smoothly buffed floor at the foot of the bed was apair of scuffed black boots, and beyond the bed, on a
tablein the middle of the room, was aswordbelt and sword. The trousersooked as though they might fit
fairly wel but the shirt, obvioudy coming from adifferent source, would definitely betoo big. | sighed,
hoping the boots would be more like the trousers than the shirt, then began getting out of the dress.

| had just dipped the shirt on and wasrolling up the deevesto find my hands before trying to do any
buttoning, when aglint of silver on my wrist reminded me again about the bracer | wore, it wasthen that |
redlized my left arm was no longer redly hurting, but that was only aminor consideration among many
magor ones. Why did | keep forgetting | had the bracer on? How could | continudly fail to notice it when
it wasout in plain sght? And why didn't anyone else noticeit, which | was sure they didnt? My
Fistmates, if no one dse, should have asked about it, and yet none of them had. That mercenary in the
tavern should & so have been alittle more wary of awoman not only holding adagger but wearing a
bracer, but he hadn't been.

Probably because he hadn't seenit.

"Evon, are you asking something of me?' | whispered, letting my fingertips gently stroke the dull,
unimpressive, not-red-slver of the bracer. It would have been easy to believe that Vedin had smply
forgotten | wastrying the bracer on, that in dl the excitement both that night and the following morning I'd
forgotten too, but somehow | couldn't bring mysdlf to believe that. Vedin wasn't the sort of man to forget
thingsthat easly, and hed goneto alot of trouble explaining silly, fanciful folk talesto two grownupswho
weren't likely to believe them. It was dmost as though the bracer was meant to be mine, dmost asthough

"My family hasto comefirgt,” | whispered again, ddliberately spesking doud. "After they'resafeI'll do



anything you want meto, but they comefirgt. After that - Well, | guessyou could say I'm yours.”

| grinned allittle at that, suddenly fedling that everything would work out in our rescue attempt. Even if
Evon wasn't actively on our Sde, we could win if hewasn't againgt us. And once my father and ssters
were safe, | had afantastic adventure to look forward to, fighting in Evon's name, searching out his
enemies and defeating them, traveling al over theworld -

If | wasn't married off first.

That supid, deflating thought came dl by itsdf, ruining my newly-arrived good mood and putting my fists
to my hipsin annoyed frusiration. | could just see mysdlf telling my father | couldn't marry because I'd
been chosen by Evonto fight in hisname; if he didn't run immediately for ahealer to treat the fever | had
to be suffering from, held lock mein my apartment in chains until it wastimefor the ceremony. Andiif |
told him instead that Kylin was an enemy, held either refuse to believeit or rear back and refuse to honor
the betrotha contract.

Which would bring him the sort of trouble I'd been trying to keep away.

But if 1 went through with the marriage and Kylin was named my father's heir, how long would my father
live?

If I married it could mean my father'slife, if | didn't he would be dishonored and disgraced. Whatever |
did would be wrong, but | had to do something! | put my handsto my hair and closed them to fists,
wishing I'd never answered the letter to come home, wishing I'd swung that piece of wood harder that
morning. I'd been worse than a damned fool, worrying about what | did to someone who was an enemy!
If I ever got another chance at him-!

"I knocked and | thought | heard someone say to comein," avoice suddenly interrupted, sounding faintly
amused. "Was | mistaken, or have you decided to work for Oeran after al?"

| looked up to see Rull just inside the partialy opened door, one arm high up on the door edge, die other
hand aloose fist resting on his swordbelt. His broad, familiar face had agrin onit, and hislight eyeswere
moving dowly over me, giving theimpression held never seen me before. | couldn't understand why he
was ingpecting me like that until | remembered that ashirt wasdl | had on, and it wasn't even buttoned.
Asdrange asit sounds | would have been more comfortableif I'd been stark naked, a state Rull had
seen mein alot more often than once.

"| think advanced ageis Sarting to make you imagine things,” | told him sourly as| turned back to the
bed to reach for my trousers. "Y ou weren't invited in, but you are being invited out. I'm in the middle of
building agood hate for men and you're keeping mefromiit, so you'll just haveto - Hey!"

"Hey, yoursdlf,” he said as he kept me from snatching back the trousers held suddenly pulled out of my
hands, holding them behind him before tossing them away. "'l warned you about being disrespectful
toward your Fist leader, but femae infants don't listen too well. Now you're going to regret it."

"Damn you, Rull!" | growled as he grabbed me, struggling to break the grip of hisarms. | wasin no mood
to play games, but he didn't particularly care. He laughed as he pulled metight againgt hisleathers, giving
me no opportunity to kick, but then the laughter died, hisfist wasin my hair, and he waskissng methe
way he had before that odd trouble between us had started. It was something I'd been missing,
something 1'd thought I'd never have again, and | kissed him back with dl the lonelinessand misery I'd
been fedling since I'd left him and the others. I'd been so afraid they wouldn't want me back again, so
afraid I'd never find them even if | managed to get freeto go looking. ..



"Wl now, that'swhat | call aproperly enthusiastic greeting,” he murmured when hefindly let thekiss
end, ill holding me up againgt him. "It makes me more than glad we came &fter you, even beyond the
fact that well aso be there to fight beside you. By Evon, | missed you, you impertinent female infant.”

"Not nearly asmuch as| missed you," | countered, enjoying thefed of hisleather wherethe shirt didn't
cover me. "l know | shouldn't have left that way, but by thetime| got over being mad it wastoo late to
turn back. Obvioudy I've been too fuzzy-headed to ask this before, but - Why are you dl here? | had the
terriblefedling I'd never see any of you again.”

"That would be the day," he said with asnort as | raised my head to look at him, his hand not at my hair
diding down the back of me. " ou may be an infant but you're fill one of us, and you don't give up one
of your own that easily. And besides, | had a pressing reason to come even if the others didn't. | wanted
to apologize to you for what | said - and explain why | said it. Y ou feedl so damned good, | know | was

right coming after you."

His hand had found the bottom of the shirt and had gone under it to the bare flesh benesth, histouch as
familiar ashisface and agood ded more arousing. Hed had enough time to learn hisway thoroughly
around me, and when | gasped and tried to push free he only chuckled.

"The lat time we were together you redly wanted this' he murmured, holding me till again while he
continued to stroke me. "Are you trying to say you're not interested any longer?”

| wasn't able to say much of anything, barely able to squirm around in an effort to didodge his hand, and
then | was down on the bed on my back with him leaning over me. He was able to reach me alot more
easly that way, and while hisright hand went back to stroking and hisleft took my hair again, hislips
came down to gtiffened nipplesthat the shirt had fallen away from.

"I love awoman who's uninterested,” he said, using his lips and tongue between and around the words.
"It's so much fun making her interested, or at least trying to. | don't seem to be getting very far with you."

The hell he wasn't, and the hell he didn't know it. | moaned as| tried pushing hisface and hand away,
nearly drowning out his chuckling, but | waslost and just trying to keep from admitting it. Rull had dmost
aways donethat to me, using what he'd learned through the yearsto roll over any objections| might
have, and I'd never been ableto resist him. With al he knew he was just about the best I'd ever tried,
and right then | needed his attentions badly.

"Evon broil you, what are you waiting for?" | finaly gasped out, burying my fistsin hishair as| began
fedling thefirst of those shuddering chills he aways brought. "'If you take much longer, you'll end up
stroking acorpse.”

"With you, you can bet I'd notice the difference,” he answered, his heavier breathing turning his voice
husky. "L et me go, woman, or well both end up done.”

It wasredlly hard unknotting my fingersfrom his hair, but after amoment | managed it and he didn't
waste any time. As soon as his swordbelt was gone he yanked his shirt off over hishead and threw it
away, then did no more than drop hislower leathers before coming back to me. He was absolutely
enflamed, possibly even worse off than | was, and he surged into me with a groan that was al desreand
nothing of technique. | grunted at the unexpected ferocity of theimpact, beginning to rise up in protest,
but hisarms came to hold me while he thrust furioudly, and hislips ended anything | might have said.

After along while the mindless need seemed to loosen its grip on him, and hewas able to return to his
usual way of sharing sex. By thetime it was over my body had been soothed and satisfied too, but | had
also become even more aware of just how long aday it had been. When helet mego | just lay thereon



thefrilly yellow bed cover, and he made a soft sound of amusement and smoothed my tangled hair back.

"It lookslike old ageis catching up to you, too," he said, looking down a me from where he lay propped
up on an elbow to my right. "If | recall correctly, you used to have more enthusiasm left over. | didn't hurt
you, did 17’

"I'm just tired,” | answered with abrief headshake, reflecting privately that | hadn't been so much hurt as
- unexpectedly disgppointed, it amost was. Despite the less than usud beginning of our time together,
Rull was till the best around; thinking there was - someone - who suited me more was supidity, the
imagination of an overtired mind, and nothing to waste time congdering for very long.

"If you'retired, then you'd better get as much rest as you can before we leave," he said, putting ahand to
my middle and stroking gently. "I think you understand now how much

| really did missyou, and oncethisisal over | want to talk to you about adecison I've made. Trying to
fight the decision was what caused meto jump on you theway | did before you left, but I'm not fighting it

any longer."

Heleaned down to touch his lips softly to mine, obvioudy getting ready to leave, but | couldn't let him do
it. Hed said so much that it had become not enough, and | had to find out what he meant.

"Rull, | don't understand,” | said, putting my hand to the muscled hardness of hisarm. "What decison are
you taking about, and what does it have to do with me?'

"Softy - oncethistroubleisal finished with, you'll be coming back to the Company and the Fist, won't
you?" he asked, something redlly strange like rel uctant eagerness behind the words. The sobriety in his
eyeswas just as strange, making him look very young and vulnerable and dmost frightened. "'l suppose
I'll haveto talk to your father firgt, to see how héll takeit, but | won't change my mind eveniif he
disapproves. If we haveto, we can dl join a Company that's hired out in another kingdom in another
country, and that way it won't matter how mad he gets."

"Rull, I still can't understand what you're talking about,” | protested, for some odd reason glad that | was
lying down. "I want to come back to the Fist oncethisisall over, but - Rull, I've been betrothed to
someone, and | may haveto marry him."

| hated saying the words like that, admitting out loud something that was dmost made morereal by the
voicing of it. Rull seemed to freeze when he heard them, and when life and movement returned a moment
later, he was no longer young and innocent.

"Who ishe?" he asked, the demand hard and harsh and flat, hislight eyes showing dl theiceleft over
from thefreezing. "Y our father had no right doing that even if heisaduke. Who'sthe man?'

"He's - supposed to be ason of Duke Trame of Arthil," | answered, amost afraid not to speak. | had
never seen Rull look like that before, and the chill in his eyes had no trouble reaching my flesh. "I've met
him and | despise him, but | may have to marry him anyway. The Stuation ismore complex than | can tell
you, but my father's doing it because he needs an heir. I'm determined to think of away out of the mess,
but - Rull, what'swrong?"

"Wrong?' he asked, taking a deep breath that suddenly brought back the man I'd known so long.
"Nothing'swrong, you just surprised me. - So you met the twerp and you can't stand him, en? Well,

don't you worry your head about it, well find away out together. And after that there won't be anyoneto
Stand between us."



"Between - us?' | repeated, my mind whirling in confuson as| stared up a him. "Y ou do mean "us asin
the Figt, don't you? Y ou hate getting involved in anything permanent with awoman, so you can't mean -
lB."

"Infant girl, therés still alot about men you haven't learned,” he said, agrin starting as heraised ahand to
stroke my face with one finger. " Some men spend most of their time running away from serious
involvements, but one day they ook up and see awoman they don't want to run from. At first it makes
them nervous and they might even decide they're going soft in the head, but they still can't get their feet
moving and don't even want to. They're caught, just the way you caught me, and that'sthe decision |
made. | want to be caught, and as soon as we've | ft this place behind us we're getting married.”

"Married,” | echoed, feeling even sicker than the first time I'd heard that word, days ago from my father.
"But - What about the Fist? And the others, the others will be upset. Jak and Foist and Ham..."

"Our Figmates won't be anything but happy for us," he interrupted with alaugh of pleasure. "My
marrying you will keep you in the Fist until we can find anew fifth, and then you'll be able to step aside.
That very night I'll pour your cup of Blue juice mysdf, and then welll see how long it takesto get thefirst
of our own Figt started. Oh, Softy, you don't know how | can't wait."

He pulled meto him and hugged me redly hard, and then he decided held better go before he made me
even moretired man | dready was. | lay therejust staring up at the yellow silk of the canopy over the
bed while he dressed, was given one last kiss, and then he was gone with the door closed behind him.
Only then did I close my eyeswith ashudder, and turn to bury my facein the cover | lay on.

We're getting married, Rull had said. I've arranged for you to be married, my father had said, you haveto
marry me, Kylin had said.

Wasn't there anyonein the world interested in what | wanted? Even just in passing? Rull had been ready
to kill the man | was betrothed to, without making any attempt to find out if | wanted him dead. Kylin had
sad the King would ruin my father if | didn't go through with the marriage, and wouldn't care that the
refusal was mine. The Law didn't allow for awoman'srefusal, so even the Law didn't care. No one
cared, and no one would ask, and | wished | had never been born. | didn't want to be an uncared-about
femae or anarrow-minded, one-sided mae, or even aduck svimming in alake. | wanted to be no one
and nothing, and if | wereredly lucky I'd find that very desirable state before the end of the fight at the
cadle.

Kylin was able to keep hisfoul humor mostly under control until he was on the road to Genses, but as
soon as the monotony of thelong ride began it was like afloodgate opening. Hewas till far enough

away from the city for attack from bandits to be something of apossibility, but he had no time or patience
for condderations of that sort. If anyone was foolish enough to attack him, they would not live long
enough to redlize the terrible mistake they'd made.

"Charity!" he growled under his bresth, till seething from having had to be grateful and pleasant when dl
he'd wanted to do was curse at the top of his lungs and dismember dangerous living things with his bare
hands. Hed never had to take charity in hislife, not even when held first left home with nothing but his
sword and abow, but with his purse empty except for afew coppers hed had absolutely no other
choice. Hed needed ahorse and held finally gotten one, the only one charity would supply.

"Horsel" he muttered with a degper growl, glaring down at what he wasriding. Nag would have been a
good deal more likeit, and only Evon's grace had kept it from being an ancient nag. The thing was a dirty
gray in color with ablack mane and tail, and it wasjust possible Kylin would have made better time on
his own two feet than he was making on his mount's four. If held been ableto pay for ahorse it might



have been adifferent story, but with no more than afew coppersin hishand...

"Y ou haveto seeit from their point of view," Vedin had said after showing him the only mount that had
been offered for hisuse. "They're grateful to you and the girl for having helped them with their problem,
but they still have to think about their own surviva. Very few of them can afford to be out the price of a
good horse, which would happen if for some reason you weren't able to send the silver you were ready
to promise. If | had the money | would be more than happy to lend it to you, but I'm just aguest in Indris
house. Why don't you ask my daughter? I'm sure she spends very little only because shed like to have
something to leave her sonswhen shesgone.”

Sure, Kylin thought morosely, everyone spends very little so they'll have something to leave to sonswho
are earning Blade and fighter pay - and who might not live to inherit it. Indris probably wouldn't have
hesitated giving him the slver, but where would that have left her, especidly after thelavish meds shed
been providing for her guests? And what would happen to her if he did indeed end up dead before he
could repay the debt? He wasn't aman who could ask athing like that of awoman, not even for the best
of reasons. Vedin didn't seem prepared to ask the favor for him - not that that would have made it any
better - and Kyfin had had the strangest fedling that the priest of Evon was particularly pleased with the
joke of ahorse he had brought back.

Which left him riding anag with only asingle gait, one best described as a ssumble rather than atrot or
canter or gallop. Kylin wasn't even sure the horse would make it to Gensea, but the horse appeared to
be totally unconcerned. It continued aong the road in its stumble, unimpressed with everything around it
including itsrider, sticking to its same, uneven pace. Kylin began thinking again about the Laws governing
cold-blooded murder, and was grimly pleased to remember that they didn't usualy apply when aBlade
was the victim. Blades and Fighters were supposed to be able to take care of themselves, especialy
when it was one Fighter contemplating the murder of one Blade.

If the Blade lived long enough for the Fighter to murder her. Kyfin fdt that tightening in hismiddle again,
that churning, gnawing fury held been feding ever since he woke with aknot on hishead. What in Evon's
name had made the woman do that to him? And then smply take off, without waiting for the escort? His
left hand curled into aharder fist around the reins, his mind writhing under the lash of the only reason that
would come to him, the only reason supported by everything that had happened. The woman who was
meant to be hiswife was so repelled by him, that she would rather risk her life than stay anywhere near
him.

"What am | going to do?"' the young Fighter whispered, al anger and rage drained out of him, all other
concerns buried by that single, most important one. He'd given hisword to go through with the marriage,
and he knew how badly Duke Rilfe needed an heir, but what about the girl? Tisah, his Tisah, the sort of
woman who had only inhabited his dreams until he had actualy found her at Gensea, awoman he would
happily give hislifefor - and awoman who |oathed the very sight of him, the least touch of his hand.

"But why?' Kylin demanded, unaware that he spoke doud. "Why does she hate me s0?"

They had begun growing close, he knew they had, but every time he had started believing the warmth
couldn't help but blossom, it had suddenly died out instead! It was dmost as though sheredly did like
him, but refused to dlow hersdf to admit it. Or to show him any sign of it. But did it matter why shewas
doing it? Wasn' it enough to know that she wanted no part of him? Could he spend the rest of hislife
inflicting himsdaf on awoman who, for whatever reason, despised him to her very soul?

"I'll have to haveto talk with Duke Rilfe," Kylin muttered, ignoring the way his head had begun to throb
just atittle. "It isn't some character I'm pretending to be that the girl hates, it'sme. If we can't find out
why, or finding out why doesn't change anything, helll have to choose another heir. I'll stay there and help



until he does, making sure nothing happensto Tisah, and then I'll - leave.”

Leave. Turn hisback on the woman he'd dreamed about dl hislife, letting another man possess what
should have been his. He hated the very thought of it, felt the knife twist degper indgde him, but what
choice did he have?

Thepainin hisleft pam flared asthe leather rein bit into the wound there, but Kylin paid no attention to
it. The bandage was gone, just asthe girl who had bandaged the wound was gone, and alittle more pain
amply didn't matter.

Thanksto the creegping pace of the horse he rode, Kylin didn't reach the city until after dark. Since he
was going directly up to the castle he didn't particularly care that the city gates were closed, but when he
tried to take the road leading around and up he was given anasty surprise. The members of the City
Guard camped just off the road passed a ong the bad news, then offered to share their fire with him until
morning if hewanted to join their growing force. He asked them if there was any word concerning the
wheresbouts of the lady Sofdltis, was told there wasn't, then thanked them and rode back into the night.
He knew better than to believe their attack force would get anywhere, and he needed some time to think.

Once Kylinwas out of sight of the Guardsmen, he doubled back and picked hisway through the dark
until hewasn't far from the road where it lay above the city. His mount located a patch of grassand
began munching contentedly, ignoring its rider who took the food sack Indris had provided and sat down
with it near aboulder. A fire, which might be seen by those in the cagtle or the Guardsmen camped
below, was definitely out. The food was aready cooked, the night air was warm enough, and Kylin didn't
need light to think by. What he needed were facts, but unfortunately there weren't many of those.

The Duke and his younger daughters were being held hostage in the castle, and no one knew where the
iady Sofaltiswas. Kylin congdered that good news rather than bad, since it was Sofdtisthose "rebels’
wanted in exchange for the Duke and thellittle girls. If Sofaltiswerein their handsthey would aready be
gone, needing no more than athrest to the safety of their captive to be sure they would not be followed in
force. His Tisah had reached the city safely and was till free, he was willing to stake hislife on that.

But how long would she Say free? Eveniif the city officias didn't talk themselvesinto believing the Duke
was far more important than one of his daughters, he was willing to bet Sofdtiswould not hesitate to
offer hersdlf in place of her father and sisters. She wouldn't be pleased when Kylin did his damnedest to
keep that from happening, but he was prepared to sacrifice her very high opinion of himin order to
assure her safety. Her father would want it that way, and Kylin more than agreed with him.

The only problem was, that might very well cost the Duke hislife. Kylin bit into the cold meat held taken
from the sack, chewing thoughtfully before swallowing, then automatically reached for the bread and
cheese dsoin the sack. They had dl believed Duke Rilfe would be safe until the proper, biased man had
been named his heir, but apparently Nimram had made a drastic changein his plans. Why the change,
and what could they possibly hope to gain by coming out in the open like that? Why did they want
Sofdtis so badly, and even above that - what could be done to save Duke Rilfe and his daughters?

Kylin was sunk so deeply in thought, the hours did past without his even noticing. He drank occasiondly
from the waterskin that had been given him with the food, but his mind was too busy reviewing everything
he had heard about and learned as aKing's Fighter for the intervas of refreshment to be more than
automatic. It was difficult to take a castle even with agood-sized army, but individuals had been known
to broach the stoutest of walls on their own; what he needed to do was recall the details of those times,
and compare them with the Situation he currently faced.

Since he hadn't yet remembered anything worth serious consideration, Kylin was surprised when he



suddenly found himsdlf distracted. He moved siffly against the boulder at his back, looking up a adark
sky that told him more than haf the night was gone, then fdlt it again. There was a-tightening-around his
lower left arm, from hiswrist upward, just as though someone had wrapped a hand around him and
closed the fingers more tightly to get his attention. Heraised hisarm to look at it, expecting to see nothing
inthe dark -

And saw, ingtead, aghostly slver glow, one he was crazily willing to bet was abright gleam'sversion of a
whisper.

"The slver bracer!" he bresthed, well beyond mere surprise. "I'm still wearing the silver bracer!™

But how? Even as his mind demanded an answer to that question, he knew with absolute certainty that it
was no accident. It might be possble to forget the presence of abracer like that for a short while, but not
for aslong as he obvioudy had. And Vedin. The priest of Evon couldn't help but know he had it, but he
hadn't mentioned it even once. What had he said to Vedin when held heard that child's tale about Evon's
panoply? Something about how unlikely it was that anyone meant to have the specid bracerswould
samply ssumble over the priest entrusted with their keeping?

Sure. Unlikely and a child'stale, nothing that could possibly happen in the red world.

"Blessed Evon, for agod you have the worst timing I've ever seen,” Kylin muttered to the bracer,
distantly wondering if the deity waslikely to take offense. "1'd be afool to try denying I've been chosen,
but how can | smply walk away from this-"

Hiswords broke off as hefdt that - grasping - again, only thistime it was sharper, and in away more
urgent. Kylin frowned, moved hisarm just alittle, and was rewarded with a squeeze that couldn't be
anything but a definite affirmative. Something was going on in the dark that the bracer seemed to want
him to know about, and it was clearly prepared to take him to that something. Another explanation could
be that he'd lost his mind, but when you cameright down to it, held rather be crazy than forced to Sit
helplesdy by, doing nothing while innocent people suffered.

"And cometo think of it, why shouldn't that trash up there be what I'm supposed to fight againgt?' he
asked softly as he got to hisfeet, feding not in the least absurd. "'l apologize for not being very bright,
Evon, and dso for what | said. Unless| redlly am crazy, your timing couldn't be better.”

Left arm out ahead of him, right hand loosening his sword in its scabbard, Kylin moved the bracer around
dowly, felt asqueeze, then waked carefully ahead through the dark.

Chapter Fifteen

It wasn't much of asurpriseto learn that Oeran knew every unofficial way out of the city therewas. Not
everyone knew those ways, in fact most didn't, and those who had the information were aso responsible
for its safekeeping. No oneredlly cared for the idea of having bandits or enemy forces of any sort
suddenly showing up in the middle of the city, daughtering anyone they came across, seding everything
not bolted down, and generaly making life extremely unpleasant. For that reason private departures from
the city were available to those who could pay the price, but departure was al they got. A blindfold and
ear plugs hid most of what needed to be hidden, and ddliberate confusion took care of the rest.

Getting five people out that way wasn't easy, but Oeran did it done without complaint. | had the feding
that if it had been just me he wouldn't have bothered, but with my Fistmates involved he'd had no choice.
Hewas on his honor, so to speak, and athough most of us grumbled over the necessity - or thetime
wasted because of it - no one went so far asto refuse. We made what plans we could, then followed our
host to the shadow of awarehouse in another didtrict entirely, had blindfolds put on and ear plugs of wax



inserted, then ssumbled adong the rest of the way.

When we were finally unwrapped again, we were arespectable distance from the city'swall. | looked
around as my eyes readjusted to sight, seeing the torches on my father's castle up ahead and asmall
campfire adistance off behind and to our left. The night was quiet except for the sounds usud toit, and |
was grateful for the strength 1'd gotten back from the very short timeI'd dept. I'd be ableto do
everything | had to, and would worry about other problems at amore convenient time.

"All right, where do we go now?" Oeran asked mein avery soft voice, putting the blindfolds and ear
plugsin his pouch rather than smply throwing them away. "Do you have any ideahow far away we are?’

"| think it's more over that way," | said, gesturing to the left as my eyes went back to the pile of stone that
was my home. "1 always|ooked back to see where | was supposed to be and wasn't, and then | would
enjoy aquiet, private laugh. Thisdoesn't fed liketheright angle.”

No one bothered pointing out that | was working on memoriesfrom dmost half alifetime ago; weal
knew that, especidly me, and if they didn't do the job we were wasting our time out there. Oeran Smply
nodded and led off with the shielded lantern held brought aong, picking hisway over sones and around
boulders, me coming after him and the others behind me. My borrowed boots were afairly good fit,
which was one point of luck in our favor; waking over that ground was hard enough even without any
added problems.

With the number of large bouldersjust about growing out of the dope, | dso didn't get any questionson
why finding the hidden entrance was so difficult. It stood to reason that it was supposed to be difficult - if
not impossible - to locate from the outside, and despite the relative nearness of the doorsto the castle, in
emergenciesthey should be very effective. No enemy force could camp on terrain like that, doped with
only patches of grass among the stones, pebbles and boulders; escaping at night, especidly after a
successful entry into the castle, should be more than possible.

Only we were more concerned with getting in than out. The night air was cool and fresh, reminding me of
timesfilled with littlein theway of red worry and trouble, encouraging meto put fingersto the boulder |
stopped near after we'd wandered around awhile. The stone was both rough and smooth to touch,
weethered down but aso pitted and torn from whatever had originaly tumbled it to its stopping place on
the dope. The jewels of my childhood, | remembered with a smite, more precious to me than rubies and
diamonds and sapphires were to the adults of the world. | had known that secret place so well, how
could | have forgotten -

And then | was back to that time again, standing alonein the dark in nightgown and boots, breathing in
the delicious scent of something that none of my brothers could ever have. Let them go hunting with our
father while | wasleft behind, | had something better than hunting where there was even an arrow. An
arrow of stone, pointing away from my place of emergence, showing me the direction in which true
freedom and adventurelay -

"That'sit," | breathed, suddenly excited, turning to the others. "The smaller boulders and bigger stones
were arranged in the shape of alarge arrow. Going downdope, very definitely downdope, asmal
cleared areawith big boulders al around aboveit. | had to step around the side of mineto seethe castle,
but | could see the arrow as soon as| came out.”

Oeran and my Fistmates stirred with renewed hope, and then we separated to |ook for the landmark 1'd
remembered. | continued adong the dopein the direction I'd been going, trying to get the castleinto the
proper memory place, and then | made asmall sound of annoyance with myself before settling into
amos afull crouch. That wasthe height I'd been looking at it from way back then, which made quitea



bit of difference. | couldn't see quite enough of the castle like that, which meant we were just alittle too
far downdope. | straightened again and signded the others, then led the way up.

It was Ham who finally found my arrow, and we dl shared in hisgrin when we joined him. The
stone-dotted heed, visible even in the moonlight, pointed away from one boulder that would have been
the fletching on ared arrow, and looked like nothing but ajumble of rocks except from right behindiit.
We could have overlooked it aseasily asfound it, and | don't think | wasthe only onewho said afew
quiet words of thanksto Evon for his help. He had hel ped usfind the place, but hopefully we'd be ableto
takeit from there atone.

Thefooting was alittle more uneven than | remembered it, and we had to throw agood number of small
rocks out of the way in order to make room for the pry bar, but the lantern helped usto see what we
were doing so it wasn't long before the bar wasin place. Jak forced it into the ground under the bottom
front edge of the boulder, and | held my breath while he and Foist leaned on the bar, trying to coax
movement out of a door that possibly hadn't been opened for more than a decade. If it hadn't been
opened it would be hard to open, but if it had been opened it probably wouldn't open at all. | had timeto
get that far in the confused groping of my thoughts, and then, with areluctant groan and a scrape, the
front section of the boulder moved out toward us.

After that Ham's fingers were able to reach the edge of the door, and amoment later we were bending
under the braced inner bar to get into the tunnel proper. Oeran went first with the lantern, Rull followed
immediately behind with me after him, and then Foist, Jak and Ham. | was ready to just keep going, but
Jak put ahand to my shoulder.

"It isn't polite to leave doors open behind you, especialy when you're coming in uninvited," Jak pointed
out in avery soft voice, "How do we close that rock again from in here without the brackets to pull on?

"There'sachipped out handhold at the bottom of the door on theright,” | whispered back, torn between
doing theright thing and getting on with the real reason we werethere. "That's how | got the thing closed
when | wasusing it on aregular bass. Theway the hinges are hung makesit easy."

Jak turned away to our other two Fistmates, "but door-closing was an activity | had no interestin. |
moved past Rull and Oeran, who had stopped to wait for the others, drew my blade, and headed up the
close, dark tunnel toward the door | had redlly been aching to reach. | was used to moving through that
tunnel in the dark so my feet didn't hesitate, but amoment later afaint glow lit the sonein front of me.
Oeran and hislantern, along with most of the others, had caught up to me, and we went on the rest of the
way together.

| had wanted to be the first one through the wall and into the castle, but hadn't been able to argue the
point that the one needing the smallest opening should befirst. If there were guards around there was less
chance of their being derted that way, most especially since thewall opened behind a heavy hanging.
Oeran's shoulders may have been wider than mine, but there was no doubt that he was more dender and
could fit through a narrower opening as long as he went sdeways. My pamsitched while he blew out the
lantern then leaned on the stones of the second doorway, moving as dowly and quietly asit was humanly
possible to do. He adso had his sword tight in hisfist, and once there was adlit of lighter darknessjust big
enough for him, he disgppeared through. | had ddliberately set my mind into the patience of astalking
pattern, knowing how important it would beto stay cam while waiting, and was therefore faintly
surprised when Oeran was back just about immediately.

Histerse gesture brought us dl out after him, one a atime and without sound, to find the corridor of the
family wing slent and desarted. Ham camelagt, having closed the wall behind him, and then we split into
the two groups of three we'd settled on earlier, one to each side of the corridor in singlefile. | led off in



front of Rull and Fotst on the right with Oeran leading Ham and Jak on the lft, but for the moment
everyone was following me. Oeran had actualy visited the castle a couple of times over theyearsand
was sure he could find the lower cdllswhere Traixe and his men and the Guard were probably being
held, but first | had to get him out of the family wing to apart of the house he knew. Visitors were often
taken al through the castle when they first came as guests, but no one was taken through the family wing.

We prowled from one corridor to the next through the degpest silence I'd ever experienced there, even
when compared to the times my father had taken my brothers and most of the fighters on hunting trips.
Most of the small torches were unlit and there wasn't even awhisper of sound, not of servants moving
around seeing to their chores, not of Guards walking or changing their posts, nothing. Even the air felt
heavy and half awake, lessthe quiet of night than the complete lack of living beingsto tir it, and | had to
clench my teeth to keep from shivering. What if they had decided to kill my father and Ssters, and smply
bluff their way to what they wanted without needing to worry about escapes and rescue attempts? What
if | wastoo late to do more than begin to revenge my blood? What if-

| stopped for an ingtant to force those thoughts out of my mind, then went on again with only that faint
hesitation to show what my emotions had tried to put me through. If my family was dead then the ones
who had doneit would follow behind them, more dowly and painfully than their worst nightmares had
ever hinted was possible, and not before they had told me who was ultimately responsble for what had
been done. Then it would betheir leader'sturn, and | would show him things I'd learned from Blades
who came from the eastern mountains, things that were passed on in shuddering whispers by those who
hadn't, like the mountain dwellers, grown up with them. Someone wanted me rather badly, but when they
got me they would be as far from pleased asit's possible to get.

We reached the end of the family wing and moved out into more public parts of the castle, till meeting
and hearing no one, and then Oeran paused to wave ahand a me. That was the signal that told me he
now knew where hewas, and it proved to be true. At the next intersecting corridor he led hisgroup to
the left, which would get them to the stone stairway leading down to the cdllsit was hisjob to find. If the
cellswere empty he would have something of a problem - and so would we - but that could be worried
about if and when it hgppened. My primary concern was finding the hostages - assuming they were il
alive - and getting as close as possible to them before anyone was released. After that Smple chaos
would look like calm, and three swords would be able to do as much damage asthirty.

At theintersection Oeran took to theleft, | led the way right. If my Ssterswere being held in their
gpartments there would have been guardsin the family wing, so that meant everyone was more or less
together. If | had been running things for the enemy | would have doneit just that way, keeping my ssters
closeto my father but not exactly with him, so that if he made any trouble they could be killed before he
had a chance to reach them. | think that if my sisters had been boys my father would have tried anyway,
but he had the same strange outlook so many men seemed to have. Degath is acceptable and honorable if
it comesto men and mae children, but the thought of the same happening to girlsis gppalling and
horrifying. That's because women are child-bearers, | could dmost hear Vedin saying in my mind, more
important to the race and therefore, unfortunately, more restricted. It may not befair, but that's the way it
is... theway itis... theway itis...

Roll's hand on my shoulder stopped mein midstep, bringing me back from adistraction | couldn't believe
I'd fdleninto. | was either moretired than I'd believed or | wasanidiot, letting my mind wander when -
When there was the sound of voices ahead! Excitement surged through me at the proof that my guess
had been right, that my father and ssterswere being held in my father'swing of the castle, where there
was easier access to other parts of it. Voices and shadow movement were coming from the partially
opened door leading to the smallest of the private dining halls, the one that held aboard seating no more
than twenty-five. The door was gar but there were no guardsin front of it, showing how safe the enemy



fdlt therein the heart of my home- | felt my lipstwist and then ped back from my teeth, the snarl risng
upinme, visua but slent. Feding safeis not the same as being safe, atruism the enemy was about to
learn.

Rull obvioudy wanted to take over the lead from that point, but I moved away from his hand and ahead
before he could step in front of me. We weren't in the Company, we were on my home ground, and our
Fist was temporarily broken anyway. | thought | could fed him cursing in the whispered breeth of
no-sound that trailed me as | ghosted forward, but that was no place for an argument and he knew it as
well asl. | hugged my right wall of the corridor, being careful of where my shadow from the torchesfell,
and in moments was diding up to the door to the dining hall. From that close the voices were agood desl
more distinct, and when | went down to my knees and peered around the door edge, | could see aswell
as hear.

"... won't do ether of you any good," the louder voice was saying, avoice that would have been more
familiar without the ring of absolute authority it was then maintaining. "Why suffer needlesdy, when we
dready have part of the information? Give me the rest of it, and then we can wait quietly for your ransom
to bepaid.”

"My lord Duke has nothing to say, and neither havel," Traixe stated from where he stood between two
guards, the cam, steady words worlds more impressive due to the fact that he wasn't sanding on his
own. The men to either sde of him were the ones holding him up, necessary in view of what Traixe had
been put through. His brown leather shirt was gone, some of the wounds gouged into his hard body were
gtill bleeding, and a number of the burn markslooked as though they were beginning to suppurate.

My father sat in the large, ornate wooden chair meant to head the board in that dining hall, but the board
had been pushed back and to the right of the door | peered through. His chair sood aimost in the middie
of the room to the left, and when hisfists clenched | could see that he wastied to the arm rests by the
wrigts. Hisface was expressionless, but the hatred pouring out of his eyes was strong enough to melt the
stone of the walls, a hatred that should have done more than annoy his captor. | could see that the man
was not only atraitor but afool, to have served my father for three years and yet not have learned
anything about him.

"Redlly, Duke Rilfe, you're usualy a good deal more reasonable than this," Sir Fonid protested, the
annoyance thetraitor felt sharpening hisvoice. "Do | have to have Traixe flayed before your eyes before
you'll tel mewhat | want to know?Y ou're making him suffer for nothing, trying to hide the locations of
tunnels| aready partidly know about. The secret is out, so you no longer redlly have anything to hide.
Tel mewherethe rest of them are, and I'll have your man here taken to the hedler.”

"My man there, asyou call him, knows better than to expect healing from you," my father grated, his
body ill except for theway hiswrists pulled at the lesther holding them. "He won't survive thisany more
than | will, especidly if wetdl you what you want to know. Y ou'll then be behind my heir's guard the
same way you dipped behind mine, and he won't have any ideathat you're there. | won't give you hislife
on aplatter, and neither will Traixe."

"Your her,” Sir Fonid sgjd with asnort of derision, glancing to hisright to where Traixe was being held
erect. "Y ou won't have an heir until the elder of those two girls reaches an age to marry, and then the
choice of who it iswill belong to whoever is gppointed her and her Sster'sregerg. By then dl of thiswill
have been forgotten, and if the proper choiceis made | won't need to use the information you give me. At
this point there's very little chance that the proper choice won't be made, but | prefer playing it safe. Tell
me what | want to know."

"Y ou act asthough my daughter Sofdtiswere dready dead,” my father said, histone suddenly brittle as



heignored Sir Fonid's demand. "1 won't believe she's dead, so what you've sadiis..."

"No, of course she's not dead, nor will shebe,” the traitor interrupted, now impatient enough to gesture
the thought aside. "Our leader has other plansfor her, much more important plans than providing you an
heir through marriage, which iswhy we attempted to disrupt the ceremony. But none of that istruly your
concern. What does concern you is the question I've asked, the answer to which | will havethisvery
moment. If Traixe's pain failsto move you to areply, well seeif the same may be said with your
youngest daughter in hisplace.”

Again Rull'shand cameto meas| stiffened, amild reaction compared to the twisting agony to be seen on
my father'sface. Rull wastrying to make sure I'd noticed that the "rebels' holding Traixe and standing
around in the room were tan-lesthered mercenaries rather than clumsy ex-villagersin homespun, but I'd
aready seen that for mysalf and dismissed it as a problem. Nothing and no one was going to keep me
from freeing my family, and giving Traixe the spilling of other blood due him. | began to gather myself -
and an interruption came from an unexpected source.

"Sir Fonid, redly, everything you've said is quite unacceptable," avoice | knew protested, and then he
walked into my line of Sght from the right side of the room. The man Timper, who had brought me my
father'sletter, still dressed in tights and tunic and looking like a pompous page.

"Thisisnone of your affair, man," Sir Fonid snapped in grester annoyance, barely turning hishead in the
direction of the one who approached him from behind. " Go back to your place by the children, and keep
glent.”

"l do believe I've kept sllent long enough,” Timper answered with asniff, hisfamiliar disapprova of things
more than obvious. "I strongly doubt that our blessed leader would approve of harming innocent children,
and you may be certain he will hear of your intentions on the point. Asfor the lady Sofdtis, shewill most
certainly not be madeto leave these hdls. Thisisher home and she will remain here, far from those who
have taught her such unladylike habits.”

"So you believe you know the intentions of our leader better than I?" Sir Fonid asked with poisoned
sweetness, thistime turning full to face the other man. "Y ou, a thickheaded messenger boy incapable of
performing even the smplest of tasks? The girl wasto have been taken at the last of the inns before the
two of you reached the city, but even sending amessage to our people at the proper time was beyond
you - aswas holding her there until they arrived. Do you deny that?"

"Through no fault of my own, | fel ill the night of our arriva,” Timper replied stiffly, what | could see of
hisleft cheek beginning to turn red. "When your man cameto meinstead, | told him which room wasthe
girl's. Isthefault to be mine that he had no ssomach for facing done agirl who was armed? He set out to
make the attempt, then abandoned it to fetch hisfollowersingtead. In the morning | meant to pretend to
dill beill, holding the lady there with concern until the others might arrive, but her eagernessto be home
led her to depart extremely early, leaving me no more than amessage of her intentions. When | learned of

her departure, | was very upset.”

"You werevery upsat,” Sir Fonid mimicked, looking Timper up and down in disgust. "And the night
before you weretoo ill to help my man against not a girl who was armed, but a Blade of aFist! What
help you might have been | couldn't begin to imagine, unlessit would have been to distract her attention
while your betters took advantage of that distraction. And you may give your thanksto Grail thet the girl's
escape from the wagon taking her north was due to the negligence of those in charge of her, not to the
rescue of those who followed atrail Ieft by abadly damaged whedl. Y our denia concerning that odd
occurrence failsto strike me aswholly truthful, asI'm certain it would strike our leader if he weretold of
it



"And I'm certain our leader would agree that the girl's proper placeishere," Timper returned, ill stiffly
embarrassed but making no attempt to deny the charge leveled againgt him. " She cannot be centra to our
leader's plans for sheis no more than awoman, and has not the leader himself taught that awoman's
proper placeisin aman's home?

These other, unacceptable, concepts must surely be yours, part and parcel of your fear of the girl. I,
however, fed nothing of such fear, therefore will | accept my clear duty and keep the girl here - asmy
ovnwife"

"Ah, so that's the way the wind blows, doesit?' Sir Fonid said with alaugh and a sneer, the
understanding in his expression heavy with ridicule. "Y our - certainty - about dl of these matters, not to
gpesk of your odd illnesses and doings, al stem from the fact that you want the girl for yourself! How it
painsmeto tell you, boy, that the burning in your loins has warped what little intelligence you began with.
One such as you would never be alowed the wedding of the daughter of a Duke, even if she weren't
meant for other things. Y ou've overstepped yoursdlf far more than you know."

"How dareyou," Timper choked, his outrage actudly tightening hishandsto fistsat hissides. "l ana
gentleman, Sir Fonid, far more than you can truthfully lay claim to, and have been aloya follower of the
leader and Grail agood deal longer than you. | will have no upstart intruder speak to me of overstepping,
most especidly one so honorless as you. Did you not have a need to imagine reasons to wish the lady
Sofatisaway, | am convinced you would have raised not asingle finger to keep her from being sacrificed
inmarriage to that - that - "

"Devil of aDukesson?" Sir Fonid finished for him, the words low and filled with loathing. "1 despise dl
of the nobility, but most especidly do | despise those who think themselves better than we who are
clearly their superiors, inintellect if nothing el se. Petty nobles such asyou, boy, one at least who need no
longer betickled to hisfancy.”

Timper seemed ready to pursue the argument, but whatever he would have said was ot as Sir Fonid
reached to the dagger sheathed at his belt and dowly began drawing it. Not even someone asinnocently
overbearing as Timper could have missed Sir Fonid'sintention, and he didn't missit. The young courier
hestated amost no time at al before starting to back away, but once again the scene was interrupted.
From what seemed like agood distance away | heard the sound of a scream, echoing faintly from the
stone of the wallswith even fainter sounds of battle behind it, and those in the hall were ableto hear the
same. Sir Fonid stopped in the middle of his advance, cocked his head with alook of astonishment on his
face, then snarled with searing hatred and began to turn to the mercenariesin the room. It didn't take
much to know he was about to order his hostages dain, but that's what we were there to prevent.

Asfast as| straightened and began running into the room, it still wasn't so fast that Rull and Foist weren't
aready moving with me, three minds and swords with the same thought and intention. Again everything
began happening so rapidly it was difficult separating and following it, nothing but flashes here and there
sketching in the whole of the picture. Sir Fonid whirled toward us without being able to give the order he
had been abouit to, but the mercenaries didn't need orders to know that they had afight on their hands.
The two holding Traixe dropped him as they began reaching for their weapons, the othersin the hall
coming dive even faster, but we who were attacking till had the reaction edge on them. Rull headed | eft,
toward the largest block of mercenaries. Foist to the right to the corner where my sisters sat on crude
pallets, trembling together in fear, and I-1 went Straight ahead and only dightly left toward my father,
Traixe-and Sr Fonid.

The chief traitor still stood with his dagger in his hands, the snarl of hatred just about etched into hisface,
but this time he wasn't facing ahelpless Timper. | could have told him how much good a dagger was
againgt asword, but | had no urgeto talk to the man and even less urge to waste time on him before



those two mercenaries behind him were taken care of. My father and Traixe were till in agood dedl of
danger, so changing that had to be my first objective. | reached Sir Fonid, coming in close enough to lure
him into swinging clumsly with hisinadequate weapon, knocked it down with the flat of my blade, then
arched up in abackswing and clipped him hard in the temple with the fingerguard of my sword. He
dropped like arock loosed from the battlements, and then it was me against the two mercenaries.

Fighting aone against two swords can be tricky, but no more than that if the two you're facing aren't used
to fighting together. | bresthed allittle easier when thefirst clash of blades showed me the two probably
hadn't even talked much to each other, let donefought in tandem, and | felt afaint smileforming et their
expressions of frugtration. They'd had the time to kill their two hostages before | reached them, had
decided to wait because it was only agirl who was coming at them, and then discovered that the girl's
wegpon had the ability to move them around and away from the men they'd been guarding. Sashing hard
and swinging purely on the offensive, 1'd driven them away from where they'd been to stland with my
back to my father and a Traixe struggling ineffectively to get to hisfeet. At that point | went more on the
defensive, intent on holding at the very least until the now-free House Guard and fighters made it through
the rest of the intruders and got to thedining hall.

"Traixe, untieme!" my father hissed franticaly from where he sat, hiswords low in aclear atempt not to
distract me. The mercenary on the left camein then, trying for abackswing to catch my bladelong
enough for hisfriend to finish me, but his friend wasn't expecting the move and was therefore too far to
my right. Instead of using my weapon | twisted right myself, brought up the bracer to catch the swing and
sop it, then ignored the jarring crash to my left arm to twist back and lunge hard with my point into the
fool's unprotected middle. He'd taken the chance of opening himself widein order to reach me, and was
rewarded by being able to rest from thefight - permanently.

| jerked my blade free of the faling body in time to keep the second mercenary from chopping me down,
and once held disengaged and fallen back a short way | risked afast glance behind me before returning
my attention to my remaining opponent. The afterimage in my mind showed me the picture of my father
fighting the leether tying him to the heavy chair, the air filled with thewaves of hisglent curaing, Traixe
stretched out unconscious not afoot from him. Hisold friend had tried to free him, that | knew even
without having seen it, but he just hadn't had enough strength Ieft. The mercenary camein again then,
giving me no chanceto try doing the thing mysdlf, | thought, and then | understood hisred reason. Three
of hisblademates were abruptly attacking with him, ones who had apparently gotten past a hard-pressed
Rull, and they were no longer looking grim and frustrated. Four was usudly enough to finish off one, and
then my father would be their prisoner and hostage again.

In no more than seconds the sweat wasrolling into my eyes, nothing but the presence of the bracer and
theinability of thefour to fight properly together keeping medive. | had nicked one of the three
newcomersin the first furious exchange, but that had done nothing more than make the others abit more
cautious. It wasironic that the four now seemed to be treating me with the same respect they would have
given to amae opponent, an equdity that couldn't have come at aworsetime. | fdt like cursing and
laughing both, but there wasn't bresth enough for either response. It was swing, block, parry, defend,
back astep and art al over, my left arm screaming in pain from the blowsit had taken. My whole body
felt beaten, the very air | gasped in making my lungs ache, dl of it telling mel wouldn't be standing for
much longer. If it had only been my life | might have wel comed the approaching end, but it wasn't only
me and | couldn't give up and asword swung at methat | couldn't hope to stop and that would beit and

But it never reached me. Another blade stopped it, alonger, heavier blade than any of the rest of uswere
using, and then it wasfighting on my side, and | had an ingtant to breathe before going back toit. An
instant to see what | aready -somehow - knew. It was Kylin beside me, the kill-lust blazing so strongly



from his eyesthat the four mercenaries seemed to flinch back even before hisweapon began swinging.
After that it was his sword they had to contend with, and amoment later mine beside it, and that was the
well-known beginning of the end. Three of the mercenaries were dready down with the fourth trying to
run when the House forces appeared in the doorway, unshaven and filthy and badly kept, but armed and
more than smply furious. The mercenary was cut down without being given a chance to defend himsdlf,
and then friendly forces were pouring into the hal, overrunning everything in mercenary tan.

Thefighting was over in no time at dl, but there wasn't abedlam in the kingdom that could have rivaled
the output in that hall even once it was. Everyone seemed to be looking for more blood to spill, an
attitude | would have shared if my left arm hadn't been hurting so badly, and the strength 1'd thought 1'd
regained hadn't disappeared somewhere. | stood for amoment with both arms hanging at my sides, the
sword gtill in my right hand more adragging weight than aweapon, then remembered that my father
hadn't yet been untied. It took asmall amount of effort to turn, but that was all the effort | had to expend.
Even as| watched the leather was cut away from his second wrist by Kylin's blade, and my father
pushed out of the chair to clap the man who had released him on the shoulder in thanks, then he turned to
me. A quick hug showed | was still more or lessin one piece, and then | was freed so that he might step
over to Traixe's unmoving form and go to one knee. A muttered, "Thank Evon," told me the Fighter was
only unconscious, and then my father was up and pushing hisway through the crowd toward where my
sgtersshould be. | followed him with my eyes until the swirling mob had swallowed him, and then turned
back to find that | was being stared at.

"Areyou dl right?' the big man who had saved my life asked, not having moved from his place besde the
wooden chair. "Isany of that blood yours?'

| didn't bother looking down at mysdlf to inspect the splattered results of my effortsto exterminate
mercenaries. What | did do was shake my head,

"According to those traitors, you're not one of them,” | said, feding confused aswell asdizzy and tired. "I
was sure you were, but | must have been wrong, I'm sorry -"

"Y ou thought | was one of the enemy?" he asked when | ran out of stupidly inadequate words, hisface
lighting with adazzling smileinstead of tightening with insult. " So that's why you kept acting that way, and
why you did dl those..."

He had finally begun to step forward toward me, but his advance and his words were cut off together.
Somehow my father had gotten the mob moving to a purpose, and part of it went to tend to Traixe while
alarger section of it swirled around me. Aninstant later | found mysdlf beside my father and my ssters,
the poor, frightened little things clinging to him, but he till had an arm free to put around my shoulders.
With grim-faced fighters surrounding us | was wordlesdy urged to go with them, and astired as| was|
hed nothing |eft to argue with.

It took my father and me quite sometimeto get my sisters settled down, and by that time the house's
loya servants and the ancillary families had aso been released from where they'd been locked up. The
girls women attendants inssted they were just alittle shaky, nothing that would keep them from seeing to
their charges again, so we left them with those charges sunk into an exhausted deep - and armed fighters
sationed insde the room aswell asoutsdeit - and went to my apartment. Someone had been efficient
enough to light the lampsin my reception room, which meant my father was able to go directly over toa
tray holding apitcher and goblets.

"Thank Evon. Traixe told me no one had supplied you with decent, adult refreshments,” my father said
with his back turned, his hands busy with the pitcher and cups. "If | hadn't given immediate ordersto
changethat, we'd have to go al the way to my own gpartment before finding what we've more than



earned. Areyou sureyoureadl right?’

He turned toward me then with the filled cupsin his hands, his expression serious and his eyestroubled. |
amiled faintly at how familiar that question was becoming, leaned back in the chair | had dready
collapsed into, and nodded my head.

"I haven't been thistired since before last year's snow,” | said, accepting a cup with my right hand. The
painin my left arm was easing up again, but not so much that | was ready to use it without good reason.
"Once I've had more than three hours of deep I'll be my usua brave and exciting salf, but | haven't yet
asked about you. Did they hurt you?'

"Only my dignity and pride," he answered with asnort, pulling astraight chair closer before itting onit.
"That low traitor Fonid came into my apartment with your sisters and two of his cronies, daggers at your
sgters throats. | had the choice of surrendering myself and every Guard and fighter in the house, or
watching my children die. If it had been mysdlf done- But it wasn't just me, so | did what | had to. They
didn't do any more than tie me after | was disarmed, keeping me healthy asabargaining chip, | thought,
and then those mercenaries gppeared to help out with securing the castle. | had no idea you'd gotten
away from the ones who had kidnapped you."

"It was more through Evon'sluck than skill," | admitted with asnort of my own, Spping at the excellent
wine my cup wasfilled with. "It took me awhile to get back, and when | did | found those idiots from the
city were getting ready to attack the castle in alamebrained attempt to rescue you. | couldn't let that
happen, so | got afew people and came ahead of them.”

"Those were your Figmates, then," he said with asatisfied nod, enjoying the taste of hisown wine. "
won't ask where they came from, I'm just glad they did. And that fifth man isfrom the city, | remember
meeting him atime or two. How in Evon's name did you Sx get into the castle?!

"Let'sjust say weld bewiseto be grateful for my - unusualy active childhood,” | answered - or evaded,
which wasagood deal morelikeit. | knew my father would be finding out soon enough exactly what I'd
done, but | wasin no hurry to rush thetime. After being grateful, | was certain held find occasion to be
something ese entirdly.

"WEell gointo that in alittle more detail once we've adl had achancetorest,” he said, thelook in hiseyes
suddenly very familiar. He knew he wasn't going to like what he heard, but he was till fedling too
relieved and happy to want to exchange that for shouting. Changing the subject seemed like a better idea,
so that'swhat hedid. "I take it you've learned alittle more about Kylin over the past few days. Herode
out after you when we found you'd been taken, and since he showed up back herein the middle of the
fight, I'm assuming - What's the matter?'

"It just occurred to me that you weren't surprised at seeing the way he can handleasword,” | said
dowly, sraightening in my chair asthe revelaion came. "He cut you free and you thanked him, just as
though you approved of him - and always had. And you had to know he wasn't aFlower. Hewas il
wearing that ridiculous red swordbelt, but he'd changed into brown boots instead of thered. If you knew
he rode after me, you aso knew - exactly what, Father?'

"That he'saKing'sFighter,” my father answered heavily, more than alittle guilt darkening his complexion
and causing his gaze to wander around the room. "Trame and | had had it al worked out in case the
enemy came after me as we suspected they might, but we hadn't expected them to change their plans.
We knew something had gone serioudy wrong when you were kidnapped, so there was no longer any
need for Kylin to pretend to be anything other than what he was. Sofdltis..."

"A King's Fighter!" | repeated, my tone causing my father to flinch even as apology appeared in hiseyes.



"Not aFlower but aKing's Fighter, and you and Traixe knew it dl dong! That line he fed me, about how
you were al ready to sacrifice everything you had and order me not to marry - wasthat your ideatoo,
Father? Was | supposed to get so choked up with gratitude that | went meekly to the daughter like a
good littlelamb? Or maybe | should say blindfolded, untrustworthy little lamb. How brave and noble of
you to share the truth with me now."

| discovered | was on my feet again, tiredness burned away in the flames of rage. They'd dl known, but |
hadn't been important enough to share the secret with.

"I didn't keep the truth from you because | didn't trust you," my father protested, also rising to look down
a me. "l wastrying to keep you safe, girl, adesire you'll understand once you become a parent yourself.
And of course he'saKing's Fighter. Did you think 1'd choose less than the best for you? And even above
that, he was attracted from the first minute he saw you. Once you give him achance..."”

"Hell what?' | snapped, the rage growing so highinmel was sorry | ill wore asword. "Hell sweep me
off my feet, make mefal madly inlove with him, cause me to want to open my own throat on the dtar of
expendiency? Well, I'm sorry to disgppoint you. Father, but I'm not in the mood to be your sacrificia
offering. If you want aKing's Fighter for an heir, you can adopt your precious Kylin. Come morning, I'm
heading back to my Company."

| turned away from him, so filled with bitter disgppointment that | couldn't bear it, but his hand cameto
my shoulder to keep me from moving any farther toward my bedchamber.

"Sofdltis, you won't be out of danger until you're married,”" he said, histone weary but as gentle asthe
grip that held me. "I can see now | should havetold you what | was doing just as Traixe urged, but it's
too late for second guesses or regrets. | love you and I'm as proud of you asit's possible to be, but |
can't dlow you to refuse the marriage. Even if the Law did let me abrogate the contract 1'd refuse,
because | must see you safe. As soon as Traixeison hisfeet you'll be married to Kylin and then helll be
declared my heir, just asthe contract requires. All | ask after that isthat you give him a chance to make

you happy.”

The fingers on my shoulder squeezed just alittle and then they were gone, footsteps taking them to the
door and out. | stood there for amoment, caught up in awhirlwind of the vilest emotions, and then | put
my cup aside and strode to the door after him. The argument wasn't over, not by along shot, and |
wanted my father to know it. | reached to the latch and pulled on it then pulled again, but it was no use.
My father had left and | waslocked in.

Chapter Sixteen

That far underground the stones were damp and green and dimy, the only light provided by sputtering
torches, but none of the men in the room were overly concerned with their surroundings. If they had been
they would have been more upset by the smears and small pools of blood, or by the metal instruments
caked adark, reddish brown. Even the man strapped to the wooden table wasn't taking notice, but that
might have been because he was now unconscious. Before held fainted, however, held been screaming.

"l think | believe him," Traixe grudged from the chair he sat in, gesturing back the man who stood beside
the body on the table. "'If he hasn't told us everything he knows he probably never will, but | think he has.
Doing anything more to him will be pleasant, but | don't expect it to be productive.”

"l agree," Kylin said, brought back to attention by Traixe'swords. After hearing how desperately the
enemy had been trying to get their hands on Sofaltis, his mind had been busy thanking Evon for letting him
get into the castle in time to keep it from happening again - that or worse. If someonein the girl's group



hadn't been in too much of ahurry to close the outer tunnel door properly, or if he hadn't had aguideto
lead himtoit... "At this point he's starting to make things up, just to avoid the agony. I've seen it happen
before.”

"Then he doesn't know why Nimram wants Sofdtis," Duke Rilfe growled, clearly unhappy. "After his
boasting | was hoping he did, but he was just following orders. Get the girl no matter what you haveto
do to accomplishit, and bring her to me. Thetin-bound brass of the bastard!”

"A bagtard, yes, but with abear-trap mind,” Kylin said, beginning to match the Duke's growl. "Sinceit
would have been "rebels' who took your daughter, there would have been no link whatsoever to him and
his priests, If someone found out he had her, he would claim his people had "found" and "rescued” her,
which would make them heroes. The only question left is, what in Evon's brightest hell was he going to do
with her?'

"If werevery, very lucky, well never know," Traixe said, pushing himsdf to standing with some difficulty.
He'd inssted on being there to direct Fonid's questioning, but the balance of the night and haf aday'srest
hadn't really been enough to restore him to hedlth. "If it'sall right with you, my lords, we can hold the
ceremony tomorrow."

"It'sfinewith me, Traixe, but | can till swing asword,” Kylin said, taking care not to glance at Duke
Rilfe. "Areyou sure you want to officiate while you can't?'

"If necessary, I'll protect him,” the Duke put in in frustration, then dammed afist down on the heavy
wooden table. "Evon broil that girl, Il have her hide if shetries anything during the ceremony! Did you
hear what she did thismorning?'

"I heard she sent half adozen of Traixesfighters running to get alocked door between them again,”
Kylin said, heplessto keep the grin from hisface. "Prancing in with atray of food and forgetting she was
gill armed - Arethey usudly that suicidd, or were they just tired from having been up too long?'

"You'reon her Sde," Traixe observed, asamused asthe painin hisbody let him be. "If my lord Duke
hadn't locked her in, you'd be short one bride on your wedding day. Would that make you happier?'

"The answer to that, my friend, isno,” Kylin said with alaugh as he folded hisarms. "If the answer was
yes, | would have aready broken her out of there. | am on her side, but if | let myself admit | know
exactly how shefeds, I'll lose her. I'll do my damnedest to makeit up to her later - after she'smy wife."

"If sheletsyou livelong enough,” Duke Rilfe muttered, moving closer to Traixe to begin helping him out
of theroom. "'l never thought I'd seethe day | felt sorry for the man | chose to marry my daughter. If |
wereyou, Kylin, I'd..."

Kylin let the Duke's voice fade away as he stopped to tell the Guards outside the door that the broken
remains on the table were to be returned to the cell they'd come from. The Duke could decide later what
he wanted done with the traitor, or Kylin himsalf would seeto it if Duke Rilfe preferred - aslong asit
was after the wedding. Until then Kylin was too distracted with pleasant thoughts, thoughts, centering
around his Tisah. And shewas his Tisah, happily and definitely his. Shed thought he was an enemy and a
traitor, and that's why sheld refused to let hersalf open to him. Now that she knew the truth everything in
the world would be fine - as soon as he managed to get her calmed down. She would be safe and she
would be his, and everything in the world would be fine. He chuckled as he headed for the upper world

again, dready beginning to whistle.

Oeran entered Rullin's reception room, unsurprised to find the other three Blades keeping his old friend
company. They had sitting rooms of their own in the apartments they'd been given, but they, like he,



preferred to congregate where there was someone to talk to. Not that there was any talking going on.
Theamal ex-Blade had seen find farewellswith more life than that room showed.

"How's your arm doing, Foist?" he asked as he closed the door behind him, alittle afraid he dready
knew why the silence was so thick. "And Ham, what did the healer have to say about your leg?’

"They're scratches, Oeran, nothing but scratches,” Foist answered as he glanced up, showing thefaint,
cold smile he considered warm acknowledgement. ""We gppreciate your asking.”

"I'm glad to see you four appreciate something,” Oeran commented, moving closer to the chair where
Rullin sat, " So far none of you has gone out of hisway to be avery gracious guest. What's the matter,
isn't the cooking and service up to your standards?!

"Damn it, Oeran, they have her locked up!" Rullin growled, raising cold eyesto the man he addressed.
"Are we supposed to celebrate the fact that our fifth isaprisoner in her father's house?'

"Rull, he hastheright," Oeran said dowly and distinctly, leaning into the glare he would have preferred
backing away from. "And not only the right, but held be crazy if he did anything dse. If the enemy went
to such lengths to keep her from marrying, then marriage isthe only thing that can get her out from under.
Would you rather see her captured or dead?”

"Y ou know we wouldn't,” Jak answered, drawing Oeran's eyes. "We smply fed that there'sno reason
we couldn't protect her - until she'sready to marry someone who redlly cares about her.”

"Damnit, | knew it!" Oeran exploded quietly, taking histurn at glaring, most especidly a Rullin. "When
my people told me you went to her room - Rull, use your head! She's not only the daughter of a Duke,
she's his eldest daughter with dl his sons dead or gone! He needs her to give him alegitimate heir, and
that heir can't be alovable but familyless Blade! She's being married to the son of another Duke, who
aso happensto be aKing's Fighter. If you try stepping into the middle of that, your hide won't be worth
ashaved copper. It'll be atossup as to who gets your stonesfirst, the Law or that bruiser.”

"Anytime hefedsup to it, heéswelcometo try me," Rullin answered in avery soft voice, thelook in his
eyes bringing Oeran's head up. "1 don't give adamn who heis, Softy doesn't want anything to do with
him."

And I'll seetoit that he doesn't have anything to do with her, Rullin thought, hisfist clenching whereit lay
on thearm of the chair. Twerp might not be the best descriptive word for someone like that Fighter, but if
he tried taking Softy away the best descriptive word would be dead.

"Can't therest of you talk any senseinto him?' Oeran demanded, looking around at the others of the Fit.
"I'mwilling to bet you're thinking about breaking her out of here, but don't you see that will just makeit
harder on her? She doesn't have a choice about this, something shelll accept as soon as she calms down

- if you four don't try telling her she'sright. She's probably sick over the thought of deserting you, of
never being part of the Fist again. Do you redly intend making it worse for her?"

"Rull, think about what he's saying," Foist advised after amoment of that heavy silence Oeran had found
when hed first comein. ™Y ou told us you asked her to marry you, but you a so admitted she didn't agree
in so many words. Well go with you to talk to the Duke tomorrow, but if you don't get anywhere well
cal it off and go and see Softy hersdlf. Well dl give her akissand tell her how much well missher, and
then get her to promise each of us a dance at the Feasting after the ceremony. Every one of us owes our
livesand moreto her, Rull; making her fed better about thisisthe least we can do in return.”

Rullin put his palm to his mouth and rubbed at hisface, sick himsdlf at the thought of losing the woman he



caled hisinfant female. He had no wordsto offer back to Foist or Oeran. He felt too empty, and for the
first time hewasredly afraid. Would it end with his having to give her up? He knew held never find
another like her, not if helived athousand decades, but he aso didn't want to give her any more hurt than
shedready had. Be agood girl, Softy, he would say, and let that Duke's son give you the Fist that would
have been ours. Don't think about us, welll be fine without you. It's not asif we loved you -

When Rullin rose abruptly and strode out of the room, none - of the men Ieft in it made an attempt to
follow. They dl knew why he had |ft like that, but weren't about to tell him he wastoo late. He hadn't
left soon enough to keep them from seeing the glint of weekling tearsin his eyes, aglint more than one of
them didn't want to admit he could match.

I'd spent some time breaking up furniture after getting my father's note, discreetly pushed under the door
rather than handed to me, but 1'd only done it because it was expected of me. The note had told me that
the next day would be my wedding day whether | liked it or not, and no one with earsin the entire castle
was prepared to believe | would like it. They wereright, of course, but none of them seemed to redlizel
usualy did something about things | didn't like. What | did right then was break up some furniture, then
take mysdf into my bedchamber for alittle nap.

| didn't bother getting up again until it was deep night, atime when even our still-jumpy Guards and
fighterswould be more rel axed than wide awake. My father had locked mein, thinking he had me caged
until it wastime to nail me permanently to the floor, but there were still some parts of my childhood he
didn't know about. There was away out of my gpartment other than through the door, and | was just
about ready to useit.

"Many misspent youths turn out to be better spent than we know," | muttered as| moved around my
bedchamber, making sure | hadn't left anything | really needed to take with me. | wore my own black
leathers and boots again, and had found my Company medallion where someone had I€ft it, on the table
beside my bed. The medalion's chain had somehow been broken, but that didn't make any redl
difference. | would have packed it away in my pouch evenif it had been whole, agesture for my own
benefit to findly let mysdf know that that part of my lifewasover. | would never beaFisgmateina
Company again, even if thingsworked out the way | intended them to.

"And they'd damned well better work out, or the next time they catch methey will chain me,” | muttered,
stopping to look down at the letter I'd written. 1'd awakened from deep that first night with the perfect
solution al ready and waiting for me to notice it, which I'd done as soon as 1'd sat up ready to start
cursing. It was so smpleit was beautiful, but it was aso going to be tricky and depended on my getting
out of the cagtle to begin with. That part, though, shouldn't be anything like as hard asit sounded, and
would sure as hell be satisfying to the soul.

"Dear Father." | recited, knowing so well what I'd said in the letter that | could repest it by heart. " As
your loyal and obedient daughter | would never dream of disobeying you, so please take this as
my full agreement to the marriage you've arranged for me. | will be delighted to join with the man
of your choice - as soon as | return from a most urgent duty I've been called away on. I'm certain
we all know matters of honor must come first, even before filial duty, and your disappointment at
the delay is without doubt on the same scale as mine. | will return as quickly as possible, and until

| do, I remain, your daughter, Sofaltis.”

"But if | don't get away, I'll be your daughter, Mud,” | said in amore norma voice, making aface at the
letter. My father would explode when he saw it, going up like avolcano booted from below, and if he got
his hands on me too quickly thereafter 1'd be lucky if | lived long enough to be married. After agood
night'sdeep it had finaly come through to me that my father did love me and trust me, and had only been
trying to take care of aheplessfemalewith hisroundabout plotting. With that in view | was no longer



hurt, only mad as hell that he thought he could get away withiit. | felt dmost honor-bound to prove avery
gpecia point, to him and to everyone dseinvolved, and maybe even to the Law. TheKing's Law sad |
couldn't refuse to marry, so | hadn't; dl 1'd donewas put it off until | was ableto bring home avery
specia reason to makeit al unnecessary.

"If I can manageto find that reason,” | muttered, resting my hands on my new swordbelt as| looked
around again. My father had given me part of the answer himsdf, when held mentioned that the betrothal
contract called for my "husband” to be named his heir. If one of my brothers suddenly turned up, the
contract would have to be abrogated without prejudice, and anew contract, if any, entered into. That
much everyone knew about the Law, but | also knew that a new contract would then be unnecessary -
aswdl asnot terribly desirable on the groom's part. He would still have my dowry, of course, but even a
large dowry isn't the same as a Dukedom. And | thought | knew which way my brothers had headed
when they'd first left home, something no one else who had searched for them knew about. They had
been burning to see the eastern mountains, to find out if al the stories they'd heard were true, and if Evon
were even partiadly on my side | might be able to pick up something of atrail -

"And then do Kylin out of what he's been promised,” | said, staring down at the floor without seeing it.
"Y ou find the nicest ways to thank people for saving your life. He's certain to be grateful to you forever.”

Or at least until | got back with one or both of my brothersin tow. It wasn't that | didn't want him to be
my father's heir; he was certainly decent enough, it wasjust that | was so horribly caught up in the middle
that there was no other way - No other way to avoid marrying him. Another aim guaranteed to make him
fed redly specid. And held been trying so hard to set things right between us, even whilel did everything
| could to ruin them. He'd never understand that it wasn't him | wastrying to avoid -

"Dont say it," | warned mysdf aloud, one hand firmly over my eyes. "Don't sart telling yoursalf how it
might not be dl that bad with him, or your point's lost and so isyour future self-respect. All three of them
lied to you, your father, Traixe and him, "trying to trick you into something you wanted no part of. Are
you going to let them get away with it, or are you going to show them how the game'sredly played? I
they're free to use the Law againgt you, are you any lessfreeto useit against them? If you're ready to
give up without afight, just say yes."

No, that was one thing | couldn't do. | took my hand away from my eyesas| straightened with asigh,
knowing I'd never be ableto live with mysdf afterward if | smply gavein and let it happen. | would
prove to them all that the choice was mine - whether they liked it or not.

| laughed shortly, knowing exactly how well they'd likeit, but my decison was made. | had awindow-dlit
waiting to act as my means of egress, and it had waited long enough. 1'd used that way out of my
gpartment more than afew times as a child, and when I'd tried it again the night before I'd found that |
could il just squeeze through. My gear couldn't go with me but my wesgpons could, and straight down
below past an easily-climbed wall of carved building stones was a night-deserted courtyard. From that
courtyard | could dip into the stables which, with the number of men down from the hard confinement
and thefighting afterward, weren't being guarded. Once | had Bloodsheen saddled we would use the
stablestunnd to leave the castle, and when the sun rose on my wedding day, that bunch of conspirators
would find they were missing something.

| walked over to the window-dlit and brushed the wall drape aside, but refused to ask mysalf what |
would be missing. Just then | knew exactly what it would be, and | wasn't anywhere near up to facing it.
Facing him. Kylin, the man | was supposed to marry. After everything I'd said and doneto him, after al
the times1'd hurt him, how could | just - go on with things asif they had never happened? The smple
answer was | couldn't, and if that made me a coward then | accepted the calling without argument. |
didn't have the courage to face him let lone marry him, and | knew that what had happened was



primarily my fault even though I'd had help making such amess of things. If they'd just been honest with
me, if they'd smply asked-

But they hadn't been honest and they hadn't asked, which left me no choicein what | had to do. | would
go searching for my brothers - and do something else | knew | should remember but couldn't bring to
mind - and would try to makeit al come out right. Once | got back | could think about offering apologies
that would probably never be accepted, but until then -



