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Steal the Dragon by Patricia Briggs
CHAPTER ONE

She stretched her arms wide, hands open, holding the pose for an instant before bursting into furious
motion. Each placement of foot and angle of wrist was choreographed, thoughtless, perfect. Her body
flowed from one movement to the next, graceful, seductive, submissveinturn.

The best of the drum wasafamiliar companion: its rhythm consumed her. Her heart kept time with the
deep bass tones; the lighter begats of the small instruments were the quick movements of her handsand
feet. The dance dowed, and her movements became languid, erotic.

Shereveled in the euphoriathat accompanied her dance, the pain of straining her musclesfor the
perfection of her art only adding to the exhilaration. Swest blinded her, but she didn't need her eyesto
see—thefloor was sanded and flat and she knew where the music would take her.

The beating drum accelerated again, built to a crescendo, then abruptly it ended. The brief sllence
pounded at her ears as she collgpsed facedown on the floor, righting for breath. The clapping of asingle
pair of hands replaced the fading memory of the drumbest.

"Very nice, Little One," said the Master's hated voice.

RIALLA SAT BOLT UPRIGHT IN HER BED. HER BEDCL OTHES were saturated with the swesat
of adance long past. Automaticaly her hands went to her neck, but the dave collar had been gonefor a
long time, and the scar on her face still replaced the hated tattoo.

Trembling, she bowed her head and ran her hands through her hair. She threw the covers back and got
out of bed, though the dawn was hours avay.

In the maze that was the oldest building in Sianim, Ren, better known asthe Spymaster of Sianim, settled
himsdlf in his chair and looked out the open window at nothing in particular.

The chair had been made for his predecessor, who had been a much larger man. Ren's dight, balding and
graying person looked alittle absurd dtting iniit, like achild playing a grown-up, but no onein the
mercenary city-state of Sianim would have caled the Spymaster absurd: he held more power in his hands
than many kings.

Turning his chair away from the window, he propped hisfeet on top of his crowded desk, ignoring the
resultant thump as apile of papersfdl to the floor. He rested his chin on his hands and waited patiently
for the arrival of one he had summoned.

At last there was a soft tap on the door.
"Who?' he barked.

"Ridlaof the horses, as ordered, Sr." The voice that answered him was soft and shy. Ren's mouth
tightened in annoyance. If she was as meek as she sounded, he might as well send her back home.



Ah, well—it wasn't the woman'sfault that hisinformant had mided him. Evenif shewouldn't serve his
purpose, he could use whatever information she could provide.

Schooling hisvoice into a more welcoming tone, Ren called out, "Comein, Ridlaof the horses. I've been
expecting you."

The door opened with asigh and squeaked a protest when the horse trainer shut it behind her. Shewas
taller than he was, but so dender that she appeared fragile. Her red hair was pulled tightly back in a short
braid that barely reached her shoulders. He got a quick glimpse of emerald-green eyes before she
dropped her gaze to the floor.

She waited silently for him to speak, her arams held loosdly at her side and her face expressionless. He
noted absently that she would have been beautiful if it weren't for the scar that covered most of one
cheek.

He greeted her in kind tones. "Trainer."

The green eyes briefly met his. " Spymaster.” There was adightly mocking note that someone who was
less observant would not have caught. Ren was so fascinated by the inconsistency between the demure
mien and that subtle disrespect that he let the silence stretch uncomfortably long.

When he didn't reply, she shrugged and turned her back to him to examine a nearby bookcase. The
illuson of fragility was shattered with her movement. She moved with the grace of atrained athlete, and
snewy muscle corded her arm as she reached to pull abook out of its shelf.

The Spymaster watched her with atingle of pleasure. Thisjust might work. Experimentally he held his
slence. She turned a page and seemed to become engrossed in the book.

Findly, Ren laughed softly, pushed his chair away from his desk and sad with asmile, "Aren't you the
least bit curious about why | caled you here today?"

She replaced the book and turned back to him. "Yes." Thistime her voice was as meek asit had been at
fird.

"I spokewith Lagth, | believe heisafriend of yours, who informed me that you spesk native-qudity
Darranian." Heturned the statement into a question with an inquiring look.

She shrugged indifferently, but her left hand came up to finger the scar that marred her face and her gaze
shifted back to the floor.

Daranian daveswere dl elaborately tattooed on the left Sde of their facesfor identification. In Darran,
daves could not be freed; the tattoo marked them for life.

Ren decided to change tactics. "Do you know who Lord Karsten is?" he asked bluntly.

"Y ou mean other than Laeth's brother?" she asked, but continued in indifferent tones without waiting for a
reply, "Heis one of the Darranian lords pushing to aly the kingdoms of Reth and Darran. | understand
that the proposed aliance involves the marriage of King Myr of Reth to the king of Darran's older sgter.”

Ren nodded his head in agreement. "Lord Karsten isthe most influential member of the regency council.
With his support the new dlianceisavirtud certainty."

Thelight mockery eased back into Ridlas voice as she spoke for the first time without being prompted.
"Sianim wants to prevent the dliance? Maybe an accident for Lord Karsten?”



"Of course not!" replied Ren in ashocked tone, widening his eyesimprobably to show hisinnocent
dismay at her suggestion. "My dear young woman, Sianim never interferes with the politics of any
government. We are mercenaries, and merely hire oursalves out to the highest bidder.”

He knew when the corner of her mouth turned up in areluctant smile that she caught the satire with which
he spouted their officid dogma.

"S0," shesaid, "tel me. Why isit that Sianim doesn't intend to hinder the aliance? The feud between
Darran and Reth has diverted a steady stream of gold into our coffers over the past century or so."

Ren looked at her with the same pleasure with which a schoolmaster might regard a pupil asking a
thoughtful question. He rubbed his hands together with satisfaction and began to talk.

"The Great Swamp has long been abarrier between the East and our West." He gestured to her
impetiently. "Sit down, girl. Thiswill teke awhile. Now then... theonly trading currently done with the
Eadt isthrough the Y ngtrahn sailing fleets that dare thread the shoas and reefsin the Southern Sea.

"Once there was aroad through the Swamp. The magic of the Archmage held back the Uriah, wights
and other nasty swamp dwellers. But as the seasons changed so did the Archmage, and other matters
became more important. The road was overrun and swallowed by the Swvamp.”

He paused and sipped water from aglassthat sat on the corner of his desk.

"I have heard that there was once such aroad,” commented Rialla, "but what does that have to do with
Darran? The Swamp is nowhere near there." She had cleared off aplace for hersalf on aworn tapestry
chair, and sat on the very edge of the seat, though her hands were open and relaxed in her |ap.

"Have patience and I'll tell you. Now,” Ren fdll back into agtorytdler'svoice, "when | cameinto office, |
noticed that we lacked information on anything on the other side of the Swamp. An oversight, of course,
which | have corrected.

"For sometime | have been monitoring the expansion of an Eastern empire called Cybelle. A decade ago
itwasasmal country and very poor, thenitsruler died leaving no legitimate heirs. When the ensuing fight
for power was over, the man on the throne was areligious fanatic who called himsdf ‘the Voice of Altis!'
| havetried for ten yearsto find information on his background, but he ssemsto have appeared from
nowhere.

"This man professesto believe, as do hisfollowers, that the ancient god Altis appeared to him and
revedled that it was Cybelle's destiny to rule from the Eastern Seato the Western, from the far
Northlands to the Southern Sea. In the relatively short timethat 'the Voice' has been in power, he has
managed to take over most of the countries between the Eastern Sea and the Great Swamp.”

Ren glanced at Riadlato make sure that she was il listening before he continued. "L ong ago, after the
Wizard Wars, the people of the East rose up in anger againgt anyone who practiced magic, much aswe
inthe West did. In the East, however, there was no refuge. Without countries like Reth or Southwood to
shelter them, the mages disappeared into stories told to frighten children.

"Theredligiousreviva is spreading even fagter than the rule of Cybelle; thelast few countriesto join the
empire have not even put up afight. I aminformed that the Voice of Altis performs miracles. Altishas
given him the power to make light where there was only darkness, to make abuilding burgt into flame
with awave of hishand. He can kill with aword. Sound familiar?’

Ridlalooked up at his question. "A trained mage has set himsdf on the throne of Cybdlle." Her voice had



logt al traces of timidity or mockery and was merely thoughtful.

Ren nodded and smiled with the growing conviction that she would turn out to be an adequate tool for his
purposes. "He plans to continue through the Great Swamp by clearing the ancient path through it. My
sources say hecan doiit.”

The Spy master's smile dropped from hisface and he sat forward intently on hischair. "Sanim, for al its
military fame, isjust asmal city-gate; alone againgt Cybelle wed stand no chance at al. The Western
nations need to face the Easterners as dliesif we are to have a chance to stand against them. | have been
working to patch old hodtilities for the last few years. The mogt difficult conflict to smooth has been the
persstent fighting between Darran and Reth.”

"So what do you need mefor? There are other people who speak Darranian,” said Ridlaquietly,
obvioudy not stricken with any sudden urge to be of assistance.

"Lord Karsten is the driving force behind the Rethian aliance. There are people who don't want Darran
to betied to Reth; the last outbreak of war is4till fresh in the minds of those on both sdeswho lost kin.
The antagonismisin no way helped by Reth's traditiond link with magic; asyou well know, Darranians
view sorcery as something twisted and defiled. Karsten'sinfluence is such that heis capable of overriding
the objections of his peersin the council—if he survivesto do so."

Ren cleared histhroat before continuing, watching the woman narrowly to gauge her response. "L ast
week an n'sarrow killed the horse that Lord Karsten was riding. Karsten was lucky, but | want to
know who was behind the attempt so | can have them stopped.

"Lord Karsten is sponsoring a week-long celebration of hisbirthday at his country estate, Westhold.
Because of the attempt on his brother'slife, Lagth has agreed to attend the celebration to see what he can
find out."

Ren leaned forward intently. "But | need something more. My dear mother used to say, 'An unguarded
tongue will bring down the stoutest walls." Around Lord Karsten's brother every word will be weighed,
measured and carefully doled out.

"What | need is someone no one notices—a part of the furnishings of the keep. Unfortunately the
furniture can't tell me what it hears—but adave can.” Ren watched Rialaclosdly for her reaction, but not
so much asatwitch gave away her thoughts.

She stared slently at the floor for amoment, then lifted her eyesto meet his. "1 would do agrest ded for
Sianim: but not this. Paint atattoo on someone else and | will teach themto beadave, but | will leave
Sianim before | go back to Darran.” Her voice was cold and hard, the voice of someone with the
courage to cut the skin from the side of her face and cauterize the resultant wound.

Ren sat back undismayed: he still had a carrot to danglein front of her. "To make the dliance more
acceptable to Rethians, Lord Karsten has proposed severa changesin Darranian law. Marriages with
outsiderswill belegd; thisisrequired, of course, to permit the marriage between the princess and King
Myr. Trade taxeswill be lowered or possibly diminated." He paused and softened histoneto attract her
attention. "Thethird change isthe eimination of davery within Darranian borders. Thiswas deemed
necessary because Reth views davery as an abomination used only by the most barbaric of people.”

He couldn't seeif she had gonefor hisbait yet, so he rambled on to give her timeto think. "In astrange
way, thelast change is the one that the Darranians find most objectionable. Slavery isnot integrd to their
economy; daves are merdly luxuriesthat only afew can afford, but they areintegral to Darranian culture.
Mogt of the nobles of the council own severd, and are loath to part with them. You, | am sure, havea



greater understanding of thisthan 1.”

The former dave bowed her head for amoment and then looked back at the Spymaster. Ren had been
waliting for areaction and he findly got one. "Do you know what you ask of me, Spymeaster?*

"Yes," heanswered. "With your help, it may be possble to diminate davery in Darran. Laeth told me that
you would beinterested in such amisson.”

Thetenson left her body as suddenly asit had come. In aweary voice Ridlasaid, "Tel methe essentias
and give me sometimeto think it over."

Ren leaned back in his chair, satisfied that his strategy wasworking. "Most of the powerful noblesin the
kingdom will be at Westhold with their entourages. Obvioudy, they aren't likely to discusstheir newest
attempt on Lord Karsten'slife. | want you to determine who supports the aliance, who resgsit
and—most importantly—why. Don't worry if your information seemstrivia; | assure you that the most
innocent facts are capable of illumination when combined with intuition and intelligence.”

Ridlarubbed the scar on her cheek, asif to relieve some persistent ache, and asked, "Y ou are sure that
L aeth agreed to this? For dl that he has chosento livein Sianim, heis Darranian. For him to agreeto
Py, or escort aspy to his brother's homeis the worst sort of betraya.”

Ren nodded, "He agreed because of the threat to Lord Karsten.”
"When would weleave?' Ridlaasked neutraly.
"FHvedays."

She nodded and got to her feet. "I'll give you my answer tomorrow morning.” The door shut quietly
behind her as sheleft.

Feding numb, Riallamade her way through the busy streetsto the stableswhere the war horses, a source
of income for Sianim second only to its mercenary services and training, were kept. She dipped under
the ancient stone archway that lead into the stables, and allowed the familiar smells and the sounds of the
horses moving quietly intheir stalsto calm her. It was lunchtime and she had the place to herself.

Ignoring the friendly muzzles that were extended to her over the stdl doors, she found abench that wasn't
too cluttered with bits of mending or grooming tools and huddled on it, drawing her legs up beside her
and leaning wearily againg thewall.

The gray stone was cool against her cheek. She closed her eyes and contemplated what she'd been
asked to do. Even the idea of going back to Darran was enough to raise acold swesat. Darran had stolen
her family, her heritage and apart of hersdf. In return sheld been given the scars she carried, insgde and
out.

Perhapsit would have been different for someone born into amore restrictive society, where women had
little control over their destiny. Rialahad been born to one of the wandering Trader clansthat traveled
throughout the South; primarily through Southwood, Y nstrah and the little principalities that made up the
Anthran Alliance. In the Trader clans, women were people of power. The women controlled aclan's
finances and determined where the clan would travel the next season.

Ridlahad learned how to train horses from her father. The horses he trained were widely sought after,
for hed had afine touch with animals. Often he staged exhibitionsin which he would take some vicious
beast and turn it into ausable anima. He brought prestige to their smal clan, so that Ridlas clan rarely
had to worry about money, and were free to travel where many other clans were forbidden.



Ridlahad been born an empath, able to perceive the fedings and sometimes thoughts of the people and
animasaround her. It was arare talent, but not unheard of among her people, and it was valued highly
by apeople who lived on the whims of others. Almost as soon as her ability was recognized, her father
had her working with the horses, using her empathy to enhance histraining and teaching her to control her
gift a thesametime.

Because of her valueto the Traders, the women's council and her father contracted an advantageous
marriage for her with awedthier clan. It had been at the betrothal festival that the outlander had come

among them.

There was nothing unusua about his presence because everyone was welcome at festivals, even
nonclansmen. The only reason that Riallanoticed him at al wasthat he was one of the few people shed
met that she couldn't use her empathy to read. She had felt his eyes on her as she danced for her
betrothed. She couldn't recall the boy's face now, though she remembered thinking him handsome.

After thefestival the Trade clans split up to travel again, with the understanding that they would meet at
the same place in exactly one year for the marriage, as was customary.

Two nights later the davers attacked Riala's clan, killing the men and the old people—and taking the
younger women and children as daves. It was the outlander who led the davers. She could till fed the
first touch of hishand on her face. It was thefirgt time sheld been able to read him with her talent: her first
taste of a Darranian davetrainer.

Ridlashuddered heavily againgt the cold granite of the stablewall, ignoring the tears that ran down her
cheek. If she hoped to function as a Darranian dave, she would have to cope with the past.

After dl these yearsthe dave trainer's face wasn't clear in her memory—adave didn't look at a person's
face often—but his voice haunted her nightmares.

Onthethird day of her captivity, Ridla, huddled in the smal group of women and children that werethe
remnants of her clan, watched as arider entered the camp. He was greeted warmly by her captor. She
couldn't understand the language they spoke to each other, but the rider's name was familiar: Geoffrey
aeMagi, the Archmage.

Rialaheard later that the Archmage waskilled shortly after thisvigt; she had no sorrow for his death.

One by one the children and women had been taken to the tent where the dave trainer stayed; only Ridla
and two others were spared. She didn't see what the aéMagi and the daver did to theremaining

captives, but she heard their screams and felt their anguish in empathic detall. The horror of her
knowledge ravaged her mind until it closed down to protect itself, leaving her with only ashadow of her
former gift. What little empathic ability remained after the Archmage's vist was o erratic it was al but
usdess.

For adave, though, it was probably just aswell.

For two years Rialawas trained as a dancer, and she was rewarded with the tattoo at the end. Dancers
were popular in Darran and she was good, very good. She was treated well and alowed more freedom
than most daves, who were intended for brothels or worse, but shewas still adave.

For five years she danced as her master bade. Finaly, there came aday when the opportunity to escape
presented itself and sheran.

She killed a man when she escaped. Even the dight remnants of her empathy had been enough to make



her cry out with the pain of his death. Neverthel ess, with shaking hands she searched the dead man and
took hisknife and what little money he had. She stole a horse from the stables and fled.

She escaped over the border to Reth, where she used the knife, heated in her camp fire until it glowed, to
rid hersdlf of the hateful tattoo.

At the next town she traded her horse for an unbroken gelding and a handful of coins. Eventudly, she
made her way to Sianim, where her skill with horses earned her ahome. The mercenary city-state had
offered her refuge, but now it offered even more.

She had been given the opportunity to take something from the davers, if she had the courageto doit.

Safein the stables of Sianim, Ridlalet her hand rub the scar on her cheek. If she agreed to return to
Reth, shewould haveto let them tattoo her again, over the scar. The scar would brand her as an escaped
dave; as such shewould be watched even closer than most. Something could go wrong and she would
be forced to remain adave; a second escape would be virtualy impossible.

The whisper of sound aerted her that she was no longer alone. She wiped her cheeks, but knew it would
be obvious she'd been crying. Drawing a deep breath she turned to see who had joined her.

The man who stood in the dim light of the stable was of average height. He had dark hair, darker eyes
and skin that was tanned by many days out in the sun. His build was dight, but he moved with thetrained
grace of awarrior.

Ridlaraised her chinin an unconscious gesture of defiance that was not lost on the man watching her.
"Laeth.”

He nodded a greeting and leaned againgt astd| partition across from the bench where she sat, leaving the
width of the aide between them.

It was virtudly unheard of for aDarranian lord to train at Sianim. Though the schools of warcraft at
Sianim were famous, Darranians kept to themselves. When Laeth had cometo Sianim for training two
years ago, Ridlahad avoided him until they were assigned the same ingtructor for hand-to-hand combat.

Theingtructor didn't oeak Darranian, and Laeth only knew what little of the Common tongue held
picked up since he came. Darranians, being an insular people, had little use for learning languages other
than their own.

She watched him struggle for severa days before moving next to him and interpreting. It had been a
combination of the way that held perssted, laughing at himsdlf and trying again, and her refusd to let
hersdf be manipulated into hating al Darranians for what afew had done that made her help him.

He had turned to her, ignoring the betraying scar on her cheek, and thanked her in aquiet voice. The
friendship that followed was a surprise to Rialaand, she thought, to him aso. She taught him Commonin
the evenings and hetold her alittle about himsdf.

The younger son of apowerful Darranian lord, hed amused himsdlf scandaizing hisfamily for most of his
life. Then held discovered ashy little maid called Marri, whom held met at aparty given at alocd estate.
Her family hadn't approved of her marriage to ablack sheep, even of so exdted afamily, so held settled
down and persuaded hisfather to give him asmall manor that he worked for ayear, preparing it for his
intended bride. When he recelved an invitation to his older brother Karsten's wedding, he decided that
thetime had cometo inform hisfamily that hedd found the girl heintended to marry.

When he returned home for the wedding, hisfamily welcomed him and his brother introduced Lagth to



his new bride—Marri. Karsten had decided to marry alocal girl.

Laeth had smiled politely at hislove's unhappy face, understanding that a Darranian girl of good family
could not refuse amarriage arranged by her parents. He'd even congratulated his brother. The next
morning Laeth told his parentsthat he'd received notice of trouble a hislittle farm that required his
immediate presence. He would have to |eave before the wedding.

Hisfamily never knew why he returned to his outrageous behavior, hisjourney to Sianim only the most
flagrant act of disgrace. Since his brother's wedding, the only time held returned to Darran was to attend
hisfather'sfunerd.

One of the horses butted L aeth impatiently and he scratched its nose. "Are you going to come, Ridla?!
he asked softly.

"Yes" shereplied. "The Spymaster dlowed melittle choice.”

"l wasn't surethat | should give Ren your name, but knowing him | thought that he probably knew that
you spoke Darranian anyway."

She nodded and curved her lips without humor. "1 know several people who can speak Darranian better
than | can, and | imagine that he does too. What he needed was someone who could be a Darranian
dave. I'm sure that the devious weasdl knew everything about me long before he talked to you.”

"You're probably right,” replied Laeth, vishbly relaxing at Ridlas easy tone. "He does have that
reputation.” He looked around at the quiet stable and then said, "I'll treat you to lunch.”

Ridlashot him askeptical 1ook, "At the Lost Fig?"

"They don't pay mercenarieslike they used to. Besides, it'snot that bad,” said Laeth. "Y esterday they
only had two people get Sick.”

Ridlaobediently groaned at the old joke and held her hands up in mock surrender. "All right, al right.
But thistime I'm not going to rescue you from the waitress.”

L aeth widened his eyes. "Haven't you heard? L etty's decided to try for the tall blonds.”
"Who's she after now?" inquired Riulia, getting up off her bench and following Laeth out the door.
"Afgar, you know, the lieutenant in the Fifty-seventh.”

Ridlathought amoment and cameto a halt. "Not the big Southwood man, the one who used to be a
tanner?' she asked increduloudly.

Laeth nodded, tugging her forward with alight grip on her upper arm. "The one that hidesin the corners
when awoman comes by. He's so dedicated to avoiding women that | don't think the two women in his
troop have ever seen him. Last night | thought that he was going to choke to death when Letty rubbed up
againg him. If | weren't so busy being thankful that it's not me anymore, I'd fedl sorry for him."

"Ha," snorted Ridla "Y ou enjoyed it dmost as much as shedid. Y ou didn't run away so fast she didn't
catch you atime or two."

He sent her ameek look and said, "What can | say? I'm only aman. Besides, she'sgot great"—Ridla
raised her eyebrows warningly—"teeth.”

Ridlalaughed and shook her head asthey came within sight of the Lot Fig.



The bottom half of the bar was built from old stone blocks set one on top of the other; the top half was
made of wooden planks of various sizes and ages. Ridla had heard that fifty or so years ago the
Seventy-firg troop of ahundred and six men, drunk on victory and acohoal, lifted the wooden half off the
stone and et it in the middle of the road on alark.

They replaced the top after extracting abargain from the owner. The wooden half was now held down
securdly by thick rusted chainson al four corners of the building, and the Seventy-first ill got their
drinksfor half what other people were charged.

Being the source of food and drink nearest to the stables and to the training ground that serviced a
number of troops, the Lost Pig was usudly busy. Ridlaand Laeth were waved at by severa
acquai ntances as they squeezed through in an attempt to find an empty table.

AsRialladipped too near one of the tables, shefelt ahand pat her on the hip. Without stopping to see
who it was, she grabbed hiswrist and caught the leg of his chair with her foot, sweeping the wooden legs
forward as she pushed him back. The man and his chair made a satisfying commotion that rose over the
generd dinthat filled the tavern.

More than alittle drunk, the man started up with agrowl, but Laeth caught his shoulder under the pretext
of helping him up. Helpfully, Laeth dusted off the man's coat and generdly distracted him, until the
drunk'sinitial hostility subsided into bewilderment & al the atention.

When it became obvious that the stranger was no longer athrest, Lagth said congenidly, " She doesn't
like it when men touch her without an invitation. Y ou're lucky that she'sin agood mood or shed have
just cut your hand off—that's what she did to the last man who tried it."

A friend of Laeth'sleaned over from anearby table and said sadly, "Poor Jard was never the same.”
"Remember what she did to Lothar?' added another man, shaking his head.

"Took usthree daysto find al the pieces so that we could bury him," commented one of Laeth's fellow
lieutenants, astocky, bald man with afriendly face. He leaned closer and said softly, "But then, Lothar
tried tokissher."

Rialawas il laughing when they found asmall table that was unoccupied. "Did you see hisface? That
poor man. If I'd known what you were going to sart, I'd have let him get away with it."

Laeth grinned cheerfully. "It'll teach him to keep his handsto himsdf. Speaking of which, did you know
that one of the greeniesin my troop fanciesyou?”'

"Y ou mean the young Rethian who hides behind the fence and scares the horses I'm working with? The
onewho offersto take meto dinner every night and has been leaving flowers outside my door? About
your height, sandy hair and brown eyes? No, | hadn't noticed him at all,” shereplied.

Laeth laughed at her disgruntled expression. "I'm sorry, | didn't know that he was getting to be such a
problem. I'll do something about it this afternoon.”

"No," gasped Ridlain pseudo-horror. "Not the strange disease that causes impotence with merely a
touch. There are fill severa members of your troop who cross the street when they seeme.”

"No," agreed Laeth, "I used that onethelast time. I'll have to think up something new. It's your fault, you
know; you could gain afew pounds, or do something about your hair.”

"I'll dyeit gray tomorrow, or better yet, I'll shaveit off," offered Ridlawith athread of seriousnessin her



voice. The scar didn't seem to harm her looks as far as the mercenaries were concerned. Sheld far rather
have been plain, so she wouldn't attract o much unwanted attention.

Before Laeth could reply, the barmaid, Letty, appeared from the crowded room. How she knew who
had ordered and who hadn't in the mass of peoplein the bar was amystery that Riallahad never solved.

"What's good, love?' asked L agth.
"Afgar," Sghed Letty, expanding her sizable chest.
"Toeat," clarified Ridla, then added hadtily, "for us. Food."

"Oh." Letty'sfull lipsbriefly formed a half-pout for Laeth's benefit, but she said, cheerfully enough, "The
bread isfresh and Cook just pulled a honey ham out of the oven. The beef isabit overdone and dry."

"Sandwiches then. Two ham?' Laeth looked a Riadlaand she nodded. "And two mugs of watered de as
wdll."

When they were done, Laeth said, "Ren called mein thismorning. He wanted meto seeif | could talk
you into going."

Ridlashook her head. "He did agood enough job of that himsdlf."

"Why are you going?" asked Laeth semi-humoroudy. "I'm going to protect Karsten, but dl that | haveto
faceis seeing Marri as hiswife, and a possible death sentence if anyone discoversthat | am spying for
Sianim. Y ou haveto go back to being adave.”

"Ren saystha Karsten intendsto outlaw davery in Darran,” replied Riadla. "He heavily implied that my
presence would help, though cometo think of it, I'm not redly certain how.”

"You'rerisking alot for davesthat you don't even know, Ria," commented L agth.

Shetossed him awry smile and fingered her scar. "'I'm not doing it for them. Most of them are probably
quite comfortable being daves; in Darran it's not much worse than being awife most places, maybe even
better. I'm doing it for revenge. The daverswho live in Darran stole something from me, and I'll never get
it back. It'smy turn to help sted something from them—from him."

L etty brought their food and accepted several coppers and akiss from Laeth before she | eft.
"Aren't you worried?" asked Laeth quietly, fingering adice of fresh bread.

Ridlaswalowed her bite and Spped from her glass before answering. " About being adave?' She
shrugged. "I wouldn't go with anyone elsg, if that'swhat you mean. | know that | can trust you not to
leave me there. For someone not used to it, owning adaveisaheady thing; and | am adance—more
vauable than most. | could bring you more gold than most peoplewill seein alifetime.” As she spoke,
Ridlacould fed her face stiffen into its accustomed mask. Her voice went flat, losing the animation that
characterized it.

"l won't do that," said Laeth softly.

She smiled a him, dropping her daveface. "I know that. Why do you think | wouldn't go with anyone
else? Y ou've owned both daves and estates, and chose to relinquish them. Eveniif | didn't know you, I'd
rather go with you than a Southwoodsman who has never thought about owning adavein hislife”

L aeth bowed his head in acknowledgment of the compliment of her trust. They ate without speaking for a



time, the slence comfortabl e between two old friends.

"When you talked to Ren, did he say what he was going to do about the tattoo?' Rialatouched her
cheek lightly.

L aeth nodded and finished swallowing before saying, "He has amagician who can disguise your scar and
replace the old tattoo with an illusion. Ren wants the tattoo to be the same asit was origindly, in case
someone recogni zes you. Couldn't it be used to trace your previous owner?"

She shook her head. "I've been gone for seven years, after five, adave doesn't need to be returned to
the origina owner. Though | understand that it's considered proper to do so anyway. Aslong asLord
Karsten doesn't make ahabit of inviting dave trainersto his birthday parties, | won't have to worry."

"No," he answered, relaxing, "anobleman would no more invite adave trainer to aforma occasion than
hewould invite aswineherd.”

"So | thought,”" agreed Ridla

"Ren aso wanted meto tell you that if something happens, hell get you out of Darran by fair meansor
foul; so you don't have to worry about getting stuck asadave," added Lagth.

Ridlashot him anasty grin. "After dl these years of training in Sanim, | don't think that I'll haveto worry
much about someone keeping me asadave." Saying it made her fed asif it were true, and some of her
tension loosened.

L aeth returned her smile with one as wicked, as he posed the favorite question of one of the combat
ingructors, "How many ways are thereto kill a person with aknife?"

"It doesn't matter, it only takes oneto do the job,” returned Ridla

They finished their sandwichesin mutua good humor and left just as anew wave of mercenaries pushed
through the door. Laeth stopped her just outside with ahand on her shoulder.

"I've got somethingsthat | have to get taken care of before we go. Ren told you that we leavein five

days?"

She nodded.

"I'll seeto the suppliesfor thetrip, if you can make sure the horses are ready.”

"I'll find acouple," answered Ridla. "I'd better find adancing costume or two aswell.”

"If you can't find one, you might try Midge's girls. | suspect that one or two of them might have something
that would work."

"| thought you said you didn't pay for it," she teased.
Laeth grinned. "I didnt."

Ridlaflashed himasmile. "I just bet you didn't. I'd best go seewho | can find to take over my horses
whilel'm gone.”

"Gotoit," hesad. "I'll talk to you tomorrow."

The early morning sun barely lit the sky when Ridla saddled a horse and took it out. She wasn't the only



oneworking horses, but the other riders were using different arenas.

Her galion's feet thump-thumped rhythmically on the packed sawdust of the enclosure, but his attention
was on the mare that was being ridden over the jumps on the other side of the fence. He gathered himself
in preparation to dump hisrider as he had thrown so many others—and got tapped warningly with the
short crop his current rider used.

Reminded that he had to obey this upstart who sat on his back, he continued on the path she chose, with
his ears plastered asflat as he could get them. Ridlalaughed at the plodding canter that replaced the
gdlion'snormaly buoyant gait.

Hereally didn't need the workout. She'd found trainersfor al the horses shed been working on. Ridla
had taken the stdlion out for alast ride rather than wait around for Lagth and worry about things that she
couldn't change— like the gold, black and green tattoo that graced her scar-less face once more.

Taking advantage of her momentary distraction, the red-bay stallion threw himsdlf sdewaysin amove
that had tossed more than one of hisformer owners. Ridlasat it easily. With adisgusted snort the big
horse flipped histail and settled back into his canter, insulted that she hadn't even noticed what he'd
done.

Ridla put the horse through his paces until he quit playing and she wastired enough that she forgot about
what she had agreed to do to hersalf. The memory lapse didn't last long. When she took the horseinto
give it amuch-deserved rubdown, Laeth was waiting for her in the sables.

"Areyou ready to go?'

Ridlanodded and handed the horse off to one of the grooms. "L et me change my clothes and grab my
suff and I'll meet you back here.”

In her room she did over her head the smple gray dave'stunic that she would wear for the journey. She
looked at hersdlf in the flat piece of polished copper that she kept on her wall asamirror, and she
couldn't see the person that she'd worked so hard to become.

She saw instead awhite-faced dave with adave's tattoo on her left cheek; an unfamiliar plain gold
earring dangled from her left ear, projecting the illusion—though she could fed the scar with her
fingertips. A faint whip scar marred the degp tan on one of her arms. the dave trainer had beaten the
servant responsible for marring so vauable a property. Swallowing, sheraised ahand in agrave sdute.
"Good luck, dave."

She picked up the small bag that held her dancing costumes, stepped out of the room and closed the
door.

CHAPTER TWO

Like aplague of locugts, the ravenoustide of war had fed upon the smal Darranian village of
Tdlonwood, leaving destruction in itswake. Severd once-fertilefiddslay barren, the salt from the mines
that were the region's greatest source of wedlth turning the rich earth into sterile soil that drifted in the
winds, aslent testament to the centuries-old feud between Darran and its neighbor Reth.

Asthe closest village to Westhold (so named because it lay to the west of the salt mine), one of the
principa holdsin east Darran and Lord Karsten's family estate, Tallonwood had been overrun on



numerous occasions. The once-prosperous village was poor now, even by Darranian standards. After
Darran had logt its most recent war with Reth, even the richest of the villagers had trouble putting food on
thetable. Last winter, which was mild by al accounts, two of the elders and three infants had died from
lack of food.

Lord Karsten, who ruled Westhold and severa surrounding villages, including Talonwood, was one of
the few Darranian lords who had not revoked the ancient laws that made it punishable by degath for
peasants to hunt in the forests. He worried that the animal populations might be decimated as they were
elsawherein Darran; peasants were less valuable to hisrecreationd pursuits. His overseer saw that his
wishes were followed.

Oneof thefew buildingsin decent repair in the village belonged to Tris, ahedler of raretalent. His
reputation had spread beyond the village, and the nobles from the hold sought him out for the heding of
their gout, indigestion and boails, for which services he charged them royally.

Without Tris, Talonwood would have suffered far worse than it had this past winter. Using the gold and
jewels he charged the nobles, he bought grain from the hold's stores and cattle to daughter.

When the hold's reserves were too lean to alow the hold castellan to sl any more, Trisrisked the wrath
of Lord Karsten and hunted the forest animals himsdlf. He maintained that years of sneeking around
catching herbs unaware lent him stedth that served him well againgt both the forest animals and the
two-legged beasts that the overseer hired to keep the peasants from helping themselves.

In the front room of his two-room cottage, Triswiped down the counter that kept his customers children
out of the various pots and jars that he stored on the shelves. Therag that he used was not as Stained as
his powerful hands, which were presently an interesting shade of lilac. Hed found a patch of avendar on
hiswak this morning, an herb useful for making burn save and dark purple dye.

To hisimmense surprise, the heder had found contentment in thelittle village. He was even fond of the
net little cottage that stood on the other side of asmall hill from Talonwood. The location alowed him
theilluson of privacy and the convenience of being upstream from the village waste.

Trislooked up, rubbing his beard, as the door chimes announced the entrance of the headman's mother,
Trenna

Old and crippled as she was, she carried herself with an air that made even the lord treat her with
respect. If sheld been born in another place, she would have been trained asamage. In Darran she was
the village wisewoman, advising the el ders on such things as which goat would give more milk and which
should be butchered, or when the first snow would fall.

If Trisknew that her accuracy was due to something other than observation and experience, then she
knew that there was more than herbsin Triss recipes. The magic that they used was different, but it was
magic just the same.

It had been Trenna, searching for an usive plant, who found Triswhere his own people had | eft him:
bound and waiting to die. Her magic sometimes expressed itsdlf in the rare ability to seeinto future
possibilities. That gift allowed her to discern his nature and see hopefor her village. She offered him a
bargain.

If she freed him, he would serve her village for ayear as heder. The conditionswould be difficult. Her
people were hostile to magic, so hewould have to hide his nature—at the same time helping them to the
best of hisabilities.



Tris had been waiting patiently for death. Even if he could have escaped, hisrash act of kindnesswould
have exiled him from his people forever. Dying did not seem so harsh—until held been offered a chance
at alife. He agreed to her terms.

The bonds that held him were designed to resist magic, but not the smple stedl knife that Trenna used
when hunting plantsfor her potions. After she healed hiswounds with her crude herb lore (Tris had
difficulty working the healing magic on himsdf), Trennatold thevillage ddersthat hewas ardative, a
hedler who had grown tired of histravels and had cometo stay there.

The elders accepted her story. Trennawas getting too frail to carry out the duties of hedler, and there
was no one skilled enough to take her place. They accepted Tris gratefully; in their desperation they were
willing to overlook hisforeignness.

Triswasn't sure Trenna understood what he was, but she knew that he would cause no harm to the
people of Tallonwood, and that was all that mattered to her. His year waslong over, but he remained in
Tdlonwood. He had nowhere elseto go.

"Lady." Hegreeted Trennain his peculiarly accented Darranian. He took the swollen hand that she
extended over the counter and kissed it gently in true courtier style.

"Sir," shesmiled up at hisgentleflirting; he wastaler than any man in the village, and shewasasmadl
woman. "How are you thisfine spring morning?”

"Remarkably well. | just got back from wandering in the woods and | discovered another patch of thyme;
the old one was getting picked over. Can | mix apowder for your rheumatism? | found some tharmud
root last week that should make this batch more potent.”

"If you please," she answered. When he turned to hiswork, she flexed her hands carefully. They were
noticeably less swollen than they had been before he'd touched her.

Triswas usudly careful that the villagers saw nothing that they wouldn't expect to see. For Trenna,
though, he could be asthestrica as he liked—she enjoyed it dmost as much as he did. So hisingredients
were mixed with flashes of light and strange noises, and the end result had an eerie green glow when he
put it into the leather bag.

"Now," he said handing it to her, "remember to take thisin the morning and at night. Y ou can take one
other dose during the day if you must. If you need it more often than that, come back and see me. Steep
the powder in hot water for aslong as you can hold your breath before you drink it."

She amiled at him, giving him a glimpse of the beauty she had once been, and started to take the bag.
When their hands touched, she let the pouch fall unheeded to the floor and clutched him with astrength
that belied her swollen joints. He fdlt the pulse of her magic under hisfingers.

Her body hummed with tension as she spokein astrained voice. "Two come from Sianim... aman
and... thedancer. Y ou must aid them stem the tide of the cat god... Beware the creatures he cdlsfrom
the Swamp." She swallowed and gasped for air, like afish on land. Sweet glistened on her forehead and
she shifted her urgent grip to hisforearms, her tongue twisting around afew phrases of his native

language.

The magic released her, and she shook asif sheld been out in ablizzard. Before she could fall, Trisrolled
across the counter, heedless of the small planter he sent tumbling to the floor, caught her and gently
lowered her to the padded oak bench that spanned the far wall. He sat next to her and kept hisarm
around her until she quit shaking.



"Sorry," she said when she could.

He shook his head in exasperation. "Lady, | thank you for your advice—you have nothing to apologize
for. Do you remember what you said?'

She shook her head. "No. Sometimes | can remember—or at least see pictures, but... | saw aflash of
red and green gems... No, | think they were eyes." She shook her head again. "That'sdl. | hopethat it
will do you some good.”

Again hetook her hand and kissed it, "That, Lady, isbest |eft for timeto tell us. May | see you home?'

She smiled and stood up dowly, but steadily enough. "No. For some reason | am fegling much better
now. If you could retrieve my powder for me, | will pay you and go"

Trisgave her the powder but shook his head when she offered him abit of copper. "No. Send your
grandson over if you'd like. Thereésacorner of the roof that needs rethatching before the next rain. HE's
grown to be quite a craftsman under Edgar'stutelage.” She and he both knew that he'd pay her grandson
when he came, but after amoment she nodded and | ft.

Triswatched her leave, and with asoft voice he repeated the phrases that Trenna had spoken in hisown
language: the first lines of the bonding ceremony. He had been alonefor solong... Wasthereto be an
endtoit?

After amoment of stillness, he found abroom and began to remove the remnants of the planter from his
floor, gently picking up the plants and setting them aside for repotting.

Thedining hdl in Lord Karsten's hold was large enough to seat x hundred people, but only one of the
sx ancient, rough-hewn tables was being used. This room showed the improvementsthat Lord Karsten
was making throughout Westhold.

Severd of the heavy timbersthat supported the ceiling were obvioudy new. A circular fireplace complete
with chimney dominated the center of the room, replacing the more common fire pit. The crude openings
high in the outer wall, necessary with afire pit, had been filled with colored glass visible from outsde the

keep.

Rialastood quietly behind and just dightly to the left of where Lagth sat, her eyesfocused on thefloor,
like any proper dave. Shed had surprisingly little difficulty adjusting to being adave again; it helped
tremendoudly to know that she was just pretending. Once she took on the role, her nervousness faded
until she dmost enjoyed hersdlf. She was comfortable enough that she was beginning to suffer from the
most chronic condition of davery— boredom.

Darran was as she remembered it, though sheld never dedt with nobility in their own eement before. The
place she'd spent most of her time asadave was a private club where al the young, rich men went to
sow their wild oats, away from proper company.

Ridlasnorted softly to hersdlf. Darranians did even that in avery civilized manner; they had acustomary
procedure for breaking society's edicts.

She and Laeth had been at Westhold for over aweek, and Ridlahad |earned nothing about the political
Stuation here that Ren probably didn't aready know. If it weren't for the entertainment shefound in
watching the properly trained Darranian nobles deal with Lagth, shewould have been really bored.

Hewaswell connected, and no one wanted to offend him; on the other hand, his complete disregard for
propriety could not be ignored. Noblemen just did not become mercenaries, and if they did, they should



have the good sense to be defensive about it.

L aeth was more than happy to scanddize hislistenerswith stories that Rialla suspected he made up on
the spot. Second Divison Genera Tyborn had carried the head of afdlen enemy to Sianim, but he didn't
hang it over hisdining table—at least Ridlahad never seenit there.

L aeth took careto insure Ridlaknew who was who— greeting people by their full names. Sheinturn
made agreat effort to remember peopl€'s identities and what faction they were with. The latter had been
sample up to this point, snce most of the people who were invited for the full week of festivitieswere
staunch supporters of Lord Karsten.

At the thought of Laeth's brother, Riala suppressed a smile. Who would have conceived awildman like
L aeth could have a brother like Lord Karsten?

They looked alike enough, though to Rialamost Darranians had that tendency. They even had afew of
the same characteristics. Lord Karsten was eloquent and intelligent, if even more bound by the rules of
society than most Darranians—something that Ridlawould have sworn wasimpossible. Hewas so
charming it would have been difficult not to like him, if oneweren't adave or peasant. Hewas unfailingly
courteous to even the most menid of servants, but Karsten was unconcerned, not unaware, that his
overseer was an anima who abused servants, peasants and daves dike.

Hetaked of change and the importance of reforms, working for them with the dedication of azedlot. The
revisonsthat Lord Karsten had made in Darran law would do a tremendous amount of good for the
peasants and middle-class citizens of Darran; but his own serfs were starving.

All inal, Ridlapreferred hisyounger brother, who saw with clearer vision, and was much less bound by
society's strictures.

L aeth had dipped back into hisrole as prodiga son, and rubbed shoulders with Darranian nobility as
comfortably as he did with the mercenaries of Sanim. Even seated beside hisbrother'swife, Marri, he
didn't lose the easy charm. Only Ridlaknew from the whispered conversations she had with Lagth at
night that hisfedingsfor Marri hadn't changed.

There were over ahundred peoplein the dining hal. Laeth had told Ridlathat by the next evening that
number would triple, and over five hundred people would attend the ball two nights hence. The day after
that, she and Laeth would return to Sianim. For al the dramaand high emotion that had started thistrip, it
was beginning to look as though they might return to Sianim without incident— or information.

When Laeth finished hismed and waved Ridlaback from the table, she assumed aposition near a
window wherethewind would give her alittlefresh air.

Shewasthe only davein the room. It was unusuad and vulgar to bring oné's daveto a public function, but
L aeth shrugged it off and said that he had only recently purchased her and wanted to keep an eye on her
for awhile. Since it was obvious that she was expensive (the tattoo proclaimed her ahighly trained
dancer aswdl asindicating who trained her), no one made afuss.

L aeth was talking with asmall group of people conssting of Lord Karsten, the sharp-eyed, fox-faced
Lord Jarroh, who was Karsten's constant companion, and Lady Marri, who clutched her husband's arm
tightly and stood with her gaze fixed determinedly on the floor. Rialawondered absently about the topic
of conversation. Laeth's face held the sardonic smile he adopted to hide hisfedings. Karsten appeared to
be pale under his degply tanned skin.

As Ridlawatched with growing speculation, sweet gathered on Karsten's forehead and trickled down his



temple. He said something and bowed to excuse himsdlf. He gave hiswife's shoulder adismissing pet,
and put her clinging hand on Lord Jarroh'sarm.

AsKargten turned to go, he collapsed suddenly—faling to his knees. Laeth was there only amoment
before Lord Jarroh, who was hampered by Marri's grip. Laeth managed to get a shoulder under his
brother'sarm and haf carried him to aheavily stuffed sofa

Her erratic empathy chose that moment to flare briefly to life, and Ridla cringed a the pain Karsten was
suffering, though the sofa was close enough that she could tell not a sound crossed hislips. He merely
gripped Laeth's hand and closed his eyes.

With Laeth knedling at the head of the sofa, Marri had little choice but to pull up a padded bench and sit
near the foot.

With an imperious gesture, Lord Jarroh summoned awaiter carrying atray full of empty glasses. His cool
VOice was decisve enough to carry over the growing chaosin the room.

"Send agroom and an extra horse to the heder inthevillage. Tell himit'surgent, Lord Kargtenisill.” His
voice had a bite that sent the waiter running out, heedless of the few glassesthat fell from histray to the
floor and shattered.

Lord Jarroh's eyefdl on Riallaand he summoned her to him aswell. "Go to the kitchens and have one of
the maids bring up clean cloths, hot and cold water. Find a house servant and tell him to bring blankets.”
If she hadn't seen the muscle jump in the Sde of hisface, Rialawould have thought Lord Jarroh as
unaffected as he looked.

Ridlaran off to follow Lord Jarroh's orders with as much speed asthe waiter had shown. Lord Jarroh's
name had the same magic as hisvoice: dl Rialadid was mention who sent her and the house and kitchen
servants scrambled to obey. She was on her way back to the dining hall when she noticed a stranger in
servant'sgarb dip out of the room.

It wouldn't have caught her attention, since Lord Jarroh had been in the process of emptying the room of
unnecessary onlookers when she left, except she didn't recognize the man's face. Ridlathought she knew
all theindoor servantsin Westhold, at least by sight. Thiswas one sheld never seen, but he strolled down
the hdl asif hed been born here.

Riallaglanced casually around to make sure that no one wasin the hdl, and then started after him. Inthe
broad corridors of the main floor of the keep it was difficult to follow without being seen, but the servant
didn't seem to notice her. He sauntered casudly to an omate brass-and-wood door that led outside and
left the keep.

He walked around the side of the building to the stable yard where the hold livestock was kept. Ridla
hestated; there were not many reasons that a dave would be wandering through the stable. Shewas
bound to be questioned, and she wasn't sure that it was worth calling attention to hersdlf. Before she
made a decision, the servant returned from the stable mounted on awell-bred courser he must have had
saddled and waiting.

Ridlawatched him ride a anonchaant trot to the outer gates. As he passed through, another horse
bolted into the courtyard, lathered and blown. To Ridlas surpriseitsrider pulled it to askidding hat next
to where she stood, just outside the ostentatious door.

She had little chance for anything other than a brief glimpse of the man's bearded face and the impression
that he was big. He swung down, shoved thereins at her and yanked the saddlebags off his mount.



"Take him to the stables and see that he's cared for,” he ordered shortly. Without waiting for areply, he
ran to the door she'd just I€ft.

She rubbed the swesting gelding's head soothingly to cdm him. He was a sturdy enough animal, in good
shape—but of no particular breeding; not a horse anoblewould ride.

Hisrider hadn't been wearing nobleman's clothes ether, for dl the confidence in hiscommand. Ridla
concluded that he must be the hedler that Lord Jarroh had sent for; there would have just been enough
time for amessenger to makeit to the village and back.

The horse butted her impatiently with his head, and she began walking him toward the stable. Even
though the man she'd followed was long gone, she could ask about him in the stables; there was just
something about the way the servant had been so casud in the midst of the confusion of Lord Karsten's
collgpse that made her curious about him.

The stables were dark and cool and sméled like horses and fresh strawv—none of the foul odors that
would hint of dovenliness. Ridlafet hersdf rdax in thefamiliar amaosphere.

The horse she was leading whinnied piercingly at the scent of the unfamiliar animas. A stable boy
gppeared from anearby stdl. Hetossed Ridlaafriendly smile and reached for thereins, saying, "The
heder's beagtie, en? Here now, I'll cool him out abit and find an empty corner to stick himin."

Rialahanded the horse over to him and then asked, "Did you see the man that just camein here and
took out aliver-chestnut mare?' A proper dave would never attempt conversation with anyone other
than another dave, but the groom seemed cordia enough.

The boy glanced around, probably to seeif anyone was watching—a stable boy was hired to work, not
to chatter with daves. Satisfied that everyone else was busy, he said, "That was the Lord Winterseine's
man, Tamas. Hesherealot. If | wereyou, I'd try and avoid himif you can.”

"Winterseineor Tamas?' Ridla asked.

"Tamas. Wintersaeinesdl right. Tamas, though, isawful quick with awhip or afist." The boy looked at
her meaningfully. "Helikesit rough, makes him fed powerful. Stay out of hisway unlessyou likeit thet
way too." Without further delay he led the horse down the aide to begin cooling it off.

Thoughtfully, Rialareturned to the castle and sneaked back into the room where she'd |eft Laeth—or at
least shetried to sneak back in. Laeth met her at the door and said in furious tones that the whole room
could hear, "Where have you been, girl? 1t couldn't have taken you so long to carry out Lord Jarroh's
orders."

Ridlatook in the room at aglance. Her fragmented tdent caught the suspicion that wasin theair,
directed at Laeth. She bowed her head humbly and said in clear tones that would carry, "Magter, this
morning you told meto seeif | could find the pin you were missing. When someone mentioned agroom,
| remembered that you were wearing it yesterday afternoon when you went hunting, but | didn't seeyou
wesr it to dinner. | thought that maybe when you were in the stall with the servant girl..." She cowered
nervoudy, asif redizing that she shouldn't have said anything about thet.

Someone laughed and made an obscene comment; degping with servants was commonplace, but not to
be talked about in public. Laeth backhanded her forcefully on her face, knocking her to the ground. It
looked more impressive than it was. Lagth's blow was no worse than many a strike they'd exchanged on
the practicefloor at Sianim. Like any good dave, Ridla cowered and whimpered; al daveslearn quickly
that if it looks asif the blow hurt, it isn't aslikely to be repeated.



To Ridlas astonishment, alarge, gentle hand touched her shoulder and the healer helped her to her feet.
"She was near the stables and took my horse when | arrived. Y ou shouldn't give orders unless you want
them followed, my lord."

Riallabarely restrained agasp at the hedler'stones. No commoner talked to anoblein that tone of
voice—not if he wanted to live to face the morning.

Mercenary or not, Laeth's upbringing as a Darranian noble caused his eyesto flash with outrage. The
healer didn't give Laeth achanceto reply before turning to Lord Jarroh. "1 have managed to counteract
the poison in Lord Kargten's system. HEl be weak, but should be well enough in an hour or so. I'll leave
my bill with the clerk asusud." He swept out of the room with as much presence as any of the nobles.

Ddliberately Laeth reacted to hisfrustrated anger as most of his peers would have under the
circumstance. He knocked Riadlato the ground again, hitting her open-handed on her cheek with ablow
that was more flash than substance.

"Wait for mein my room," he snarled.

Ridlascurried gratefully out, and holding a hand to her face, she headed to the bedroom while Laeth
complained loudly about poorly trained daves.

As sheturned thefirst corner of the halway, Ridlawas stopped by ahand on her arm. Startled, she
looked up to see the hedler. Before she could draw away, he touched her untattooed cheek with his
hand. Raising an eyebrow, hetilted her head so he could see the Side of her face clearly in the torchlight.

"Thereisno mark where he hit you." His comment wasin amild tone, but firmly spoken. Clearly he
would have answers before he left her alone.

Ridlalooked around franticaly and saw with relief that there was no onein the vicinity. She grabbed his
deeve and pulled him into the nearest room. From the glimpse she had while the door was open, it
seemed to be an unused study in the midst of remodding. There were no windowsto dlow light in, and it
was as dark as a cave in the smal room after she pulled the door closed. Riallamade a frustrated sound.

"Hold on," shesad, faling out of character. "I'll find aflint..." Therewasacrash asshefdl over an
object left in the middle of the floor and cracked her head on something hard.

"Perhaps | might be of some assistance.” A light flared asthe healer spoke, a candleflickering in his hand.
Hisvoicewas carefully void of humor, but there was something in hisface that hinted at it, and Ridla
glared balefully at him from her position on the floor before she remembered that she was supposed to be
adave

It was thefirst timethat she'd had achanceto look closely at him, and she redlized what had troubled her
before: the hedler was no more Darranian than shewas. It wasn't just that he wastaler and bigger

boned, but his coloring was wrong. His hair was dmaost blond, though the short-trimmed beard was
darker. Hiseyes were hazd, but they weren't as green as hers; his had flecks of light blue that seemed to
comeand go in the candldight.

Ignoring her glare, the hedler said, "Now, you will please explain to me how you got hit hard enough to
knock you to the ground without even so much asared mark on your face."

Ridlajumped lithely to her feet, with the grace of the dancer shewas, and dusted hersdlf off to gain some
timeto think. Finadly she said, "Lord Laeth needs to keep up appearances, but he doesn't want to
damage me. The blow was awarning more than a punishment. He disciplinesmein other ways." It was



the best that she could come up with on short notice, and it wasn't very good.
"That was Lord Laeth,” the hedler's voice took on an odd tone, "visiting from Sanim?”
Wary of theinterest in hisvoice, Rialanodded.

The hedler raised an eyebrow and reached out unexpectedly to touch her face, muttering afew words
under his breath as he did so. He jerked hishand away, asif from something hot, and an intense
expression that she couldn't interpret crossed hisface.

"Who would have thought it?" he said obscurely, and smiled. "I thought that Sianim frowned on davery.”

Ridlafdt asif shed missed half of the conversation, and groped for an answer. "My master told them |
was his servant and they pretended to believe him." 1t was the explanation that she and Lagth had
chosen, but it sounded threadbare to her ears.

He shook his head, but shrugged. "It doesn't matter, | suppose, what your story is. My nameisTris.
When you need me, anyonein Tallonwood can tell you whereto find me." With that odd statement he
blew out the candle and | &ft the room.

Ridlagared stupidly after him. Healers, she supposed, ought to be abit eccentric, but this one seemed to
push it to an extreme.

Cautioudy Ridlaopened the door and checked the hall. Seeing no one, she continued up the stairsto the
suite of roomsthat she shared with Lagth.

ITWASLATE WHEN LAETH RETURNED TO HISROOMS. HE was pale and seemed shaken by
the attempt on his brother'slife.

Without aword, Ridlahel ped him take off the formd, close-fitting dining jacket. She hung it up and
slently offered him acup of warmed brandy, then perched on afragile table, ignoring the knickknacks
that sat on either side of her, and waited for him to speak.

Just as he opened his mouth, the door shook with a series of impassioned knocks. Riala dipped back off
the table and stood near awall looking discreet, like agood dave—not that the woman who entered
when Laeth opened the door had any interest in Ridla.

"L aeth, you must leave. They think that you were the one who attempted to kill Karsten. They say that
you'd have the most to gain from his death.” Marri was very much a Darranian lady. Shereminded Ridla
of afrantic butterfly: beautiful and usdess.

L aeth looked at Marri, and not even Riala could read hisface. He shook his head dowly. "There are
many people that stand to gain by Karsten's desth, lady. He is threstening to unite Darran with a country
full of abominations. The Eastern miners are worried that he's going to cede mining territory back to Reth;
the davers are worried because he's threatening their livelihood. Indeed, unless someone saw you come
in here, thereis no reason to believe that my motive for killing my brother is stronger than anyone el sg's.”

Marri shook her head at him with gpparent exasperation, her dark eyes flashing with anger. "Plagueit,
Laeth. Don't give methat lordly sneer, it doesn't suit you. No one saw me come here.”

L aeth bowed his head and said politdy, "Accept my gpologies, madam. Pray fed freeto leaveif my
Sneer offendsyou.”



Marri closed her eyes and took a deep bresth. There were white lines of anger along her aristocratic
cheekbones. "Will you listen to me, you mule?' Ridlabit back asmile, and decided that she might like
Marri after dl.

"Do you think I'd risk coming hereif | weren't certain you werein danger?' continued Marri sharply.
"Don't be any stupider than you must. Thereis someone here who is deliberately setting you up to be
Kargen's murderer—there is no reason suspicion of you would be that strong otherwise.”

Her voice softened. "Karsten knows that someone istrying to kill him, and we have taken every
precaution againgt his nation. Y ou are not needed here. He may think that you are here for his
birthday, but I know you better. Nothing less than the attempt on hislife last month would have induced
youto return.”

L aeth raised an eyebrow and sauntered back to his bed, where he sat down and began to tug off his
boots. "Every precaution? It didn't seem to help him much tonight, did it?"

"Neither did you!" shereplied hotly. Ridlanoticed ahint of moisturein her eyes. "'l can't sand worrying
about both of you."

"Tears, Marri?' asked Laeth in abiting voice.

"Yes, plague take you." Marri wiped her eyes quickly. "I'm sorry for what happened before, but it wasn't
solely my fault. You left mefor ayear without any word of how to reach you. My parents were in debt
and losing the manor, and your brother proposed marriage to me. | have ayounger brother and three
younger sisters; do you think | should have et them be reduced to poverty when | could stopit? You
hadn't even made afirm offer to me, let done my parents. Should | have told them not to accept
Karsten's offer because his brother had flirted with me?!

Midway through her speech Laeth had lost his cold manner. Instead he clenched hisfistsand stared a
thefloor. When he spoke, it wasin avoice very closeto awhisper. "It was more than flirtation, Marri."

Her anger |eft her abruptly, and there was only sadnessin her face. "1 know that, but how could | have
explained it to my father?I'm not surethat | believed it dl the time mysdf. When you | eft, you didn't tell
me where you were going or what you were going to do."

"Y ou knew that I'd be back."
"Did I?" she questioned, and then sighed. "'l supposethat | did, but you didn't say s0."

She paced the room, ignoring Rialas presence. After awhile Marri said, "1 redlly do carefor him, you
know. The chancesthat hell survive until the princess marries King Myr are not very good. He explained
it to me, asif | wereachild, and then patted me on the head and said that you'd look after me." She
bowed her head and clenched her arms around her midriff. "Gods," she said bleskly.

It was too much for Laeth. Without histemper to protect him, he couldn't resst her misery. Heleft the
bed and, with one boot on, strode to Marri and wrapped his arms around her. "Nothing is going to
happen to me, and I'll do my best to see that nothing happens to Karsten either. Y ou'll have to be
stidfied with that."

L aeth hugged her and rested his chin on the top of her heed, staring blindly at awall. Marri leaned against
him amoment and then whispered, "I'd better go, before my maid starts to worry. Shewouldn't say
anything, but it's better not to tempt fate.”

L aeth alowed her to draw away and then said, "I'm sorry, Marri. I'm sorry that | didn't talk to your



father. I'm sorry that you'reworried.” He danted afaint grin at her and lightened histone. "I'm even sorry
that I'm astupid mule. Karsten isagood man, even if heismy brother."

Hetook Marri'sarm in aformal hold and escorted her to the door. "Thank you for your warning, lady.
I'll keep it in mind. If you find out who started the rumor that I'm behind the assassination attempt, |
would like to know his name—but send a servant with amessage.”

He put a hand on the door to open it, and Riala casualy attempted to use the remnants of her talent to
scan for someone lurking in the hal. She suspected that even if there were someone there, she wouldn't
be able to tell— so she was astounded when she found something.

"Laeth, stop,” she hissed urgently, abandoning her post againgt the wall to sprint to the door and hold it
shut. "There's someone out there. Wait." Taking adeep breath, she pressed her forehead against the
smooth wood of the door. The person outside the room was in aconsuming rage; only the force of his
emotions allowed her contact at al. Sweating, shetried to find out more.

The anger shefelt wasdirected at... the cat. The miserable, sharp-toed, speedy tabby who'd left with the
tasty scrap of meat he was saving for asnack... Ridlacould fed the flush of embarrassment that crept up
her fair skin. It was one of the castle dogs. The hunting dogs were dlowed full run of the keep—one of
Kargen'slittle eccentricities.

Animal thoughts had always been easer to pick up than human ones—their thoughts were smpler and
moretightly connected to their emotions. She could pick up their thoughts amost as easily as she could
touch their emotions.

Shewasjust about to turn and try to explain why she'd stopped Marri from going out when she caught
the last edge of athought... awhisper of resentment at the leash that kept him from the cat. Shetried
again, without success, to touch the person on the other side of the door, but only the dog camein clear.

Her head was starting to ache with the effort of stretching the old scars that limited her empathy, but she
ignored it. Unable to reach the person, she touched the animal adifferent way. Clearly audible on the
other side of the door, the guard dog began barking.

L aeth narrowed his eyes at her, but waving Marri out of sight of the door, he called out in aloud voice,
"Girl! Go see what iswrong with that plaguing dog, and shut it up!" He strode to the bed and sat down
onit, beginning to struggle with the remaining close-fitting, knee-high boot.

"Yes, Magter," Ridlareplied demurdly and yanked at thetiesthat held her hair up. She bit her lipsto
make them look kissed and opened the ties at the top of her tunic.

She cracked the door and dlipped out, but not before she gave the man outside aclear view of Laeth
tugging at hisboot. She didn't recognize the man holding the dog, but that wasn't surprising. He wore the
uniform of the guards—they kept mostly to the grounds and away from the keep; she only knew the
indoor servants.

Hetook agood ook at her and lost afew more inches of leather to the straining dog. She bit her bottom
lip and leaned back againgt the door with al the sultriness a dance-trained dave was capable of

displaying.
"What'swrong with him?" she asked in ahusky voice.
The man's mouth opened, but nothing came ot.

Laeth's voice carried clearly through the door. " Shut that beast up now!™



Ridlagave asquesk of fright and ran to the dog, crooning, " Shh, puppy, that's agood boy."

That pulled the guard's attention from the shadows of her cleavage. "Don't. He's atrained guard dog. ...
Hell kill you." He said thelast in asmall voice asthe dog rolled over in ecstasy onto the dave'slap while
she rubbed hisbdly.

Sheturned her big emerald eyes at the guard and said inanely, "I've dways had away with dogs. Do you
think that hell sart barking again, if 1 quit petting him? My master has an awful temper: if he hearsthe
dog bark again, he'sliableto kill it." She watched the guard closaly and whispered, "And probably you
aswdl."

Everyone knew that Laeth had spent the last two yearstraining in Sianim. Rumor had it, truthfully enough,
that Laeth's temper was even more impressive than his outrageousness.

The big guard swallowed and grabbed the dog's collar. As he did so, Ridlatouched hishand briefly for a
minute and caught astray thought:... couldn't use the coppers|'ll get for thisjob if | were a corpse...

He'd been paid to spy, but on whom? Rialawatched as the guard tugged the dog down the hall and
around the corner. Once she could have read him as easily as she could close her eyes. She hit the floor
infrustration and jumped to her fedt.

Opening the door to Laeth's chambers, Ridlasaid, "All clear.”

Marri dipped out and gave Rialaa penetrating look before leaving in the opposite direction the guard
had taken. Rialla stepped into the room and closed the door gently behind her.

"All right, Ria, just how did you know someone was there?" Laeth waslying on top of the colorful tick on
the bed with his hands behind hishead and his legs crossed.

Ridlaleaned againg the door and said, "Would you believe that | heard them?”

"After the dog started barking, yes. But | doubt you could hear them walking from the opposite side of
that door," replied Laeth shortly.

"Hmm," said Ridlain afrivoloustone, tapping her chin in thought. "How about..."
"Thetruth," sad Lagth firmly.

"Youwont likeit, and probably won't believe it either,” commented Ridla, wandering back over to the
little table sheld sat on before and fiddling with ahideous purple glassvase.

"Ria" He sounded impatient.
She put the vase back. "Don't say | didn't warn you. | am an empath. Sort of anyway."
"A what?' asked Lagth increduloudly.

"An empath. Y ou know, 'l know what you fed... | know your thoughts.' " Her voice took on a sonorous
and dightly sinister tone, but she easily dropped it again as she continued, "Like the mindspeskersin the
traveing fars”

He sat up and said with obvious disbdlief, ™Y ou can read peopl€'s minds?'

"Wl | used to be able to, but not much anymore." She picked up a crude figurine and continued,
"Animasareeader. | can pick up emotions pretty clearly if they're strong ones, and occasionally the



thoughts that go with them. Marri thinks that you're as handsome as ever.” She nodded at his start of
urprise.

"You read Marri?' Thistime there was a strong thread of anger in histone.

"Nothing that anyone couldn't have seen in her face if they werelooking." Her voice was noncommittal
and she et the figurine next to the vase. She wanted to back away from his anger; somehow it was
harder to resist her conditioning while wearing the garb of adave.

"Magueit, Ridla, that's worse than eavesdropping. Y ou violated her privacy!" He stood up, and she
could see his outrage tightening the muscles of hisarms. She could fed her heartbesat pick up as he closed
inon her.

She could either fight back or cower. The latter was smarter, but if she cowered she might aswell bethe
dave whose guise shewore,

"Y ou Darranians and your overdeveloped sense of propriety,” she said with aquiet bitterness that
stopped him short. "1 know al aout the rules by which you live your lives. Teke the aristocratic,
immaculate Lord Jarroh, your brother's best friend and staunchest dly. He frequented the little bar where
| danced. He never spilled adrop of the single glass of white wine he drank. One must never be
excessive when imbibing acohol. He dways tipped the waiter—just the proper amount. Then he went
upstairs and beet the little dave girl he kept there. Sometimes he used awhip, sometimes he used hisfist.
Crippled as| am, | dtill felt her pain every time, including the last time— when hekilled her." She amiled
a him humorlessly. "His dave had seen twelve summers when she died.”

She could see that the anger had left him, but now that she had started she couldn't stop. "The dave
trainer reponsible for my capture took twenty-three other people from my clan at the same time. Twenty
of them hetortured and killed. | felt each of their deasthstoo. Thanksto that | can't smply turn my abilities
off and on as| used to: | hear what | hear." She raised her brows and continued with bitter mockery, "I
am sorry if that offends your Darranian sense of decorum.”

L aeth's face was curioudy blank. He reached out and touched her cheek with one hand. It wasn't until
then that she redlized that she was crying or that she'd backed away from him despite her determination
not to do so. The door was solid against her back.

"Sorry," hesaid in asoft voice. "I didn't mean to frighten you.” He went back to the bed and lay onit,
closing hiseyes. In the same soft voice he said, "What was a guard doing patrolling the corridor when he
should be out on the walls?’

She closed her eyestoo, and pressed harder against the door. Her voice when she spoke was quietly
controlled. "Sometimesif | have physica contact with aperson, | can pick up afew scattered thoughts. |
think someone bribed him to come here, but | couldn't tell who he was supposed to be watching. It could
be you, or Marri, or any of the fifteen other people in thiswing of the keep.

"If it was Marri he waswatching,” she continued after amoment's pause, "'he probably followed her from
her rooms. Hed know that she came in—Dbut not that she came out before you had time to do anything.
If he was sent to watch you, he may or may not have been here to see Marri come. If he was watching
someone ese, we don't have any worries.”

"Y ou said that you couldn't tell who he was looking for. Could you tell who paid him?' Laeth'svoice was
gtill excessively gentle, so she knew that her face wasn't as blank as she wanted it to be, and she
redoubled her efforts.



"No," she answered. The metd of the doorknob was cold against her hand. "1 could tell it was someone
that the guard was not afraid of, and that this wasn't the first time held asked the guard to do thiskind of
work. The guard wasn't worried about leaving his post, so it was someone with enough authority to stop
any punishments. It wasn't your brother, because he wouldn't have had to bribe the guard at al. Y ou'd
know who would best fit such adescription.”

"Lord Jarroh?" he suggested, doubtfully.

Rialla opened her eyes and shook her head. "No. All the servants are terrified of him and I'm sure that
the guards would be too. Besides, that's not his style. He would never hire someone to spy; it's not
something that a proper noble would do.”

"The only other person besides Lord Jarroh, my brother and mysdlf with the authority to hat a
punishment would be my uncle, Lord Winterseine. But hes not here yet.”

"How about the overseer?' asked Ridla

L aeth shook his head. "Dram's orders wouldn't be questioned. He'd never have to bribe a guard to patrol
the corridors of the keep rather than the walls. Not to mention that the guard would be terrified of him."

Ridlanodded and then said, "L ord Wintersaing's servant Tamas was here thisevening.”

L aeth nodded. "I saw him and asked around. He came with Uncle'sluggage as he aways does. Were
you chasing after him this evening? | wondered where you were. He probably Ieft to tell Uncle about the
ppoisoning attempt.”

"Couldn't he have arranged for aguard to watch someone for your uncle?' suggested Ridla

"He could have," replied Laeth, "but | just can't see my uncle doing something asimproper as spying; he's
worse than Karsten when it comes to decorous behavior.”

"It is possible that the guard was sent to protect someone rather than spy on them,” Riala commented. "l
don't suppose talking about it al night will hep us. | think | will deep in the daves quarters, sometimes
they have information no oneelse has.”

Before he had achanceto protest, Riala dipped through the door and into the darkened hallway.

The daves quarterswere in the basement, next to the wine cdllar. Riadlasupposed that they had originally
been put there so as not to use space in the vauable ground floor, while alowing the davesto attend thelr
owners quickly. Whatever the reason, the result was that the quarters were more comfortable than the
rest of the castle. Underground there were no chilly draftsin the winter, and in the summer when the rest
of the castle was baking, the quarters were cool enough to need the single blanket that lay neetly at the
foot of al the bunks.

In Darran, daves were used for pleasure rather than work, so most were female. The few male daves
primarily worked in pleasure houses where aweslthy Darranian would be preserved from the socia
gigmatism of homosexudlity. Women in Darran did not own daves. With little need to separate mae and
femde, the dave quarters at Westhold conssted of asingle, large room.

Ridladidn't really expect to find out anything in the quarters, but she wasn't ready to relax and deep
ether. It might have been atouch from her talent or just instinct, but something caused her to hesitate
before she entered.

"... degp here. You will ay hereuntil I comefor you in the morning. Do you understand?’



The man's voice was gentle and quiet. There was nothing in it to account for the sudden cramping of
Ridlas stomach or the shaking of her hands.

Sheturned frantically to the locked door of the wine cellar. Traders teach their children how to pick
locks and pockets as soon asthe tots are tall enough to reach a doorknob. The wine cellar lock had
never been intended to keep out anyone but the servants, and it gave her little trouble.

Ridlaclosed the door of the cellar quietly behind her. She huddled againgt the wood in the darkness and
heard the man's hard-soled boots click across the stone floor. He paused briefly before the wine cdllar
door, asif held heard it open. But he continued up the stairs without investigating further.

Ridlafolded her arms around her knees and listened to the pounding of her heart in her ears. What was
her former owner doing in Lord Karsten's hold? As Laeth had put it, Karsten would be aslikely to invite
aswineherd asadavetrainer to his celebration.

Sheld spent seven years as his dave, but most of that time was spent in the little bar in Kentar, the capita
city of Darran. Therest had been in asmall estate in the south. Uneasily, she remembered little hints that
he might have been more than asmple davetrainer: the servantswho called him "lord," and the ambience
of age and respectability at the estate where she was trained.

If he was highly connected, it would be possible for him to take part in polite society, aslong as his
occupation asadavetrainer could be kept quiet. Laeth, she knew, had never had any interest in the
davetrade. It wasfeasible that Laeth knew her former owner, but didn't know hewasadavetrainer.

Ridlaknew that she ought to go back to Lagth'sroom and warn him that the dave trainer wasin the
castle, but... in the dark, beer-scented room she was safe. She curled into atighter ball in the corner of
the room and rested her cheek againgt the side of awooden barrd, letting the rough wood dig into her
tattooed skin.

She despised the cowardice that had been beaten into her, but that didn't keep her from shaking with
bone-deep tremors. If her father could see her, he would be ashamed. She'd worked so hard to shed the
habits of adave, and dl it took to bring them back was Laeth's anger or her old master'svoice.

She swore silently and dug her nailsinto her pams, reminding herself that he would be unlikely to vigt the
quarters again this night. With a shuddering sigh, she cameto her feet, wiping the tears from her face with
the sides of her hands. Like most of the Traders she had good night vision, but in the underground cellar
the darkness was absolute. It took her amoment to find the latch on the door.

Taking adeep breath, she exited the wine cellar, locked it, and walked with outward cam to the dave
quarters. If one of the daves noticed that she'd been crying, they wouldn't comment upon it—such was a
daveslot. Quietly shelet hersdf into thelarge room.

A few scattered torcheslit the large room, dlowing Ridlato see that only twenty of the bunks were
occupied. That meant the rest of the daves were either working, or deeping in their owner'srooms.
There was no one awake, S0 Riala strode quietly to a pair of unoccupied bunks away from the door.

She climbed to the top bunk and stretched out on it: only anew dave would take the vulnerable bottom
bunk. Among daves, status was very important. Occasionaly fights broke out in the quarters when one
davetried to establish dominance. The top bunk offered some protection against unwanted aggression.

Ridlahad started to close her eyes when she heard a dight noise from the bottom bunk next to her. She
leaned over the edge of her bed and looked at the girl lying there.



AsaTrader, and later asahorsetrainer in Sianim, she'd seen every color that a person could come
in—from her own paleivory to the deep bronze of the Y nstrah people—but this dave's skin was closer
to black. Fine dark hair that might be brown or red in daylight cloaked her shouldersin waves of curls.
Her face was buried in the thin mattress and her body shook as she cried.

Ridlareached ahand to the girl, but caught hersdlf in time. She was doing the best that she could to end
davery in Darran, but she couldn't do anything for this other dave now.

Ridladreamed that night of aforeign land inhabited by people who looked like the strange dave girl.
They spoke alanguage that she had never heard before, but understood in away that her empathic
abilities had once dlowed her. It was a nightmarish dream with feverlike images that randomly appeared
and disappeared without warning.

She awokein acold sweat with ascreaming pain in her chest. Leaping quickly off the bunk, shetook a
step toward the strange girl's bed, but it was too late.

From somewhere the other dave had found an eating knife that she'd used to stab hersdlf in the chest.
Ridlagasped harshly with the pain of the daveswound, feding asif something had torn through the
barrier that had blocked her abilities for more than adecade. The dull knifeéswork had been made even
more painful becausethegirl didn't know whereto stab hersdf. Still, her amateurish attempt worked after
afashion. Even asRialawatched, the girl took alast breath and smiled.

Ridlalooked at the body of the girl that she now knew almost asintimately as she knew hersdf. The
young dave had been an empath strong enough to project her fears past Rialas mentd scars and into her
dreams.

Ridlaknew the dave's name and that she was fifteen summers old. She knew that somewhereina
foreign land the girl's family thought that she was serving the gods— aposition of highest honor. They had
let her go with sadness, but she had gone gladly asthe servant of Altis had requested.

Ridlacould fed the echoes of the girl's horror and disgust when she found out what her duties were going
to be. She could tell without looking that the girl's back would be covered with fresh whip marks and that
theingde of her thighs were bruised badly enough that it would show even on her dark skin.

Ridlatightened her jaw and carefully stepped around the blood that was pooling on thefloor. A dave
avoided attracting unpleasant attention. By the time the body was discovered, there would be no dave
|eft in the quarters and none would admit deeping there last night—but only the knowledge that the dave
trainer would probably be deeping allowed Riadlato start up the stairsthat led to the main part of the

keep.

She entered Lagth's degping chamber quietly, without waking him. She sat on the hard-sprung sofa near
the bed and stared into the darkness, waiting for the dawn.

CHAPTER THREE

"| thought that you were going to deep in the daves quarterslast night." Laeth spoke softly, but Riala
jumped anyway.

She hadn't been thinking, just staring into the shadows in the corner of the room; Laeth's voice, likethe
early morning light streaming through the windows, took her by surprise. She must have been sitting there
for longer than sheredized.

L aeth managed to Sit up, but he closed his eyes again as he rubbed his face to bring himself awake. He



was not a his best in the morning.

Ridlafdt her lipsquirk in an involuntary smile a the familiar sght. Answering his question rid her of the
smile soon enough. "1 did deep in the quarters, at least part of the night.”

He cast her asharp look that belied his duggishness and asked, "What happened?

"Therewas anew davein the compound last night: an Easterner. Thismorning shekilled hersdf with an
eating knife. | thought that it would be better if | weren't there when her bodly is discovered—no sensein
atracting attention.” Ridlafingered the now-familiar needlepoint pattern on the back of the sofa.

She could fed Laeth's steady gaze, as he waited patiently for her to continue. She kept her gaze on her
hands and added briefly, "Especidly as her owner isthe man who owned me beforel ran.”

Laeth drew in abreath of surprise. "The dave trainer? Y ou're certain?'

Ridlanodded, without looking up. "I didn't see him, but | heard hisvoice. It's not something | am likely to
mistake, but | checked her tattoo. She too bore his mark."

"Well, then," said Laeth with satisfaction, "I suppose | need to think of severa obnoxious way's of
refusing to return hisdave."

Ridlalooked a him then, and shot him agrin. "1 wasn't worried that you were going to turn me over to
him"

"No?' he sad, histone serious. "Then what are you worrying about?'

Ridlashrugged. "I'm not." At hissnort she smiled faintly. "l suppose| am. | wasn't prepared to meet him
again... and the girl's desth was particularly unpleasant. An eating knifeis not the way that | would
choose." Ridlalooked down again and swallowed. At least the Easterner had found the courage to make
the choice.

Ridlaremembered saring a a sharp little dagger that someone had | eft carelesdy Stting on an eating
bench. 1t wouldn't have made much of aweapon, but she remembered consdering using it to take her
own life—she'd been too much of acoward. The only other time she'd come close to suicide was just
after sheld escaped, when she discovered she feared freedom more than davery.

"Ridla" Lagth'stone was gentle, and she knew that it wasn't the first time that held called her name.
"What was your owner's name?"'

"Isdic, but | don't know hisfamily name—davetrainers don't often use their full names."

Laeth nodded. "Especidly if he'swell enough born to receive an invitation here. Isdic'sacommon name;
| can think of three or four men who answer toiit."

"If itishisred nameat dl," added Ridlawith ashrug. "'l did notice something that might be worth
mentioning to Ren, athough it's mostly speculation.”

"What isit?'

"My former owner liked to trave to find the daves he trained. He preferred to take them himsdlf rather
than wait until an untrained dave came to auction. He contended that most of them had aready acquired
too many bad habits by that time." Rialacould fed her face relaxing until there was no more emotioninit
than in her voice. "So if he had, say, adave from Southwood, he probably went to Southwood to get



her."
"Turn around, S0 | can get out of bed," ordered Laeth briskly.

"Modesty?" sheteased, feding hersalf begin to relax for thefirgt time since shed heard her old master's
voiceinthecdlar.

"| thought to protect your sengibilities. If you want to see me unclothed, by al meanswatch,” he retorted,
"but | can't think without my bootson.”

Ridlalaughed and faced the wall while he dressed.

"Sowhat you're saying,” said Lagth findly, "isthat if the girl you saw was from the East then the dave
trainer went to the East to get her."

Ridlanodded. "Yes." She paused and looked at Laeth, who was now fully dressed. "Did Ren tell you
about what is happening in the East? That he thinks the leader of the Easternersisamagic user trained in
the West?'

Laeth nodded.

"Though my master was a Darranian, hewas also atrained mage.” Briefly Ridlarecalled the screams of
her dain kinfolks. "1 am no judge of such matters, but | wastold that he'd trained with the last
Archmage—certainly an indication that he had some ability. The dave who killed herself wasfrom the
Eadt. Shethought that she was going to servethe VVoice of Altis.”

Ridlaroseto her feet. Pacing restlesdy around the room, she continued with the story that she had
pieced together from the fragments of her dreams while shed waited for Lagth to wake up. " She knew
that such service would include concubinage, but she didn't redlize that it would entail davery inaforeign
land. She believed that the man who endaved her wasthe Voice of Altis"

L aeth sat on the sofa that Ridla had abandoned, relaxing bonelesdy on the hard cushioned seet. "Y ou
think that the man who used to own you isthe Voice of Altis?'

Ridlashrugged. "I don't know. | wouldn't have thought that he had the charismafor demagoguery. He
was not the sort of man who could sway a crowd. Though his personal servants were obedient, | don't
think that any of them were particularly loyd to him."

"Magic?' questioned Laeth.

Riallashrugged. "Y ou know as much as| do. I've heard rumorsthat the last a€Magi had such aspell, but
you know how that is. There are rumors about magicians and their spellsal thetime. What | know isthat
the dave was convinced that her master wasthe Voice of Altis."

Laeth gave her athoughtful look and then said, "'Y ou must have had quite along conversation with this
Eagerndave”

"Actudly,” Ridlareplied, with atired smile, "she practicaly forced it down my throat while | was
deeping. She was an empath, too—maybe stronger than | was.”

"| thought that empaths were supposed to berare," complained Lagth, throwing one hand across his
brow in the best tradition of court theater.

Ridlagave him asympathetic look. "We are. She'sthefirst one I've ever met." She walked to the



shuttered windows, saying, "What surprised me mog, | think, isthat she died still believing the man who
endaved her wasthe Voice of Altis. | would think that an empath as strong as she was could havetold
thet hewaslying."

"Isit Sgnificant that you and this Easterner are both empaths?' asked Laeth serioudly.

Ridlathought about his question before answering dowly, "1 don't think so. I'm not sure that my master
ever knew | was an empath. | tried to keep it hidden at firs—then | lost most of my ability soon after he
acquired me."

She drew a deep breath and switched to the point that she had been aiming at. "L aeth, if heisthe Voice
of Altis, he has good reason to want to stop an alliance between Darran and Reth. He could do that by
killing your brother."

Laeth nodded. "I know. But it sounds asif hejust arrived last night, after the attempt on Karsten.”

"If he'sgot the kind of connectionsthat would get him invited here, he could have the influence necessary
to arrange an attempt on Karsten." Recalling the poisoning attempt brought another memory to the
surface; Ridla snapped her fingers. "'l forgot to ask you last night, what do you know about Tris, the local
heder?’

"Y ou mean besides the fact that he likes the Darranian aristocracy about as much asyou do?' Laeth
grinned a her but continued more soberly, ""He showed up here sometime after | |eft. | never met him
before last night, but | have heard alot about him. If you believe even haf of what heis credited with, he
has the gods own power over death. After the way he managed to keep Karsten alive, | might amost
bdieveit."

"He stopped me and offered to help us," said Ridla
"Y ou didn't tell him about what we're doing here?' asked Laeth increduloudy.

She gave him an insulted look. "Of course not. He was waiting near the stairsto see how hard you hit
me—at least | think that was what he was doing. When he saw that you hadn't done any damage at al,
he got curious and started to ask questions. | told him who you were; hetold meto ask him for help if we
need it. | thought that you must know him for your name to spark such aresponse.”

L aeth frowned, then shook hishead. "No. He didn't trike me asfamiliar when | saw him last night; |
have a good memory for faces. He's supposed to be ardative of one of the villagers, but he certainly
doesn't look Darranian.”

Ridlathought about her impression of the man. "I think he might be amage aswell. He acted rather
oddly, asif hewereworking aspell.”

"Frgt empaths and now mages,” grumbled Laeth, without any true distress. He rubbed a thoughtful hand
through hishair. "Where do you think that hefitsinto al of this?'

Shetilted her head in consideration. "1 don't know, who can understand mages—or heders either for that
matter? He wasn't faking his concern when he was checking my facefor bruises. | can't seehim
poisoning Lord Karsten and then saving him &t the last minute, unless he'strying to get something from
Kargten. If that were the case, wouldn't he have been more courteous when he was here?' She sighed. "'l
doubt heisworking againgt us, but | can't fathom why he would be supporting us— even if he knew
what were doing here.

"Uh, Ridla, sweetheart,” interjected Laeth mildly, with atwinklein hiseye. "Have you looked in amirror



recently?"

Ridlasnorted a him, much in the manner of her beloved horses. "He offered his help when he found out
who you were. It had nothing to do with me."

She opened the window shutters and said, "I'd better get down to the kitchens and bring up breskfast
beforeit'sdl gone”

She ducked into the small closet that served as a dressing room, grabbed a clean tunic and put it on,
aong with the blank face that went withit.

The hdlswere quiet; most of the aristocracy had spent alate night dancing and wouldn't risefor afew
more hours. They were more open while they dept, and Ridla caught astray emotion here and there as
shewaked, far more than she usudly could. Tension coiled in her, and she stopped in the empty
corridor. Beatedly she redlized that sheld been recelving scattered impressions since last night—asif the
other empath's death had ripped gpart some of the scarring that hindered her gifts.

With skills grown rusty with disuse, Ridlamanaged to raise ashield in her mind againgt the fragments of
emotions that touched her. She could remove the protection if she chose, and explore the talent that was
returning to her—but she wasn't sure that she wanted to do so.

She would never have thought she would be asfrightened by the threet of her talent's return as she had
been by itsloss. Ridla swalowed and began walking, maintaining her outward serenity with an effort.

Ridlabrought Laeth breakfast and helped him into the gaudy full court dress. When he left, she set about
cleaning the suite. Keeping busy kept her from terrorizing herself with thoughts of her former madter.
Energetically she folded clothes and hunted out the dark corners that tended to collect shoes and
miscellaneous smal items, so they wouldn't be left behind when they packed.

When she had done al she could do to their rooms, she sat cross-legged on the bed and dropped the
barrier sheld imposed on her gift. With that done, she made herself relax and listen to the fedlings passing
invisbly through the stone and wood of the keep.

Since shefirgt redlized that the old scars that had shielded her empathy had been disturbed, she had felt
exposed and vulnerable. That could not be alowed. Sitting on Lagth's bed with her empathy working
better than it had since she'd been endaved, part of her waited for the return of the pain that had
destroyed her ability. By the time sheld finished with the exercise, her tunic was soaked in swest, and she
gank like old fear.

With disgust, she washed off with the water left in the basin by the bed and changed into afresh tunic.
Sheld just pulled the end of the tunic over her hips when Laeth burst into the room to change for lunch.

Hetook onelook at her and said, "Areyou dl right?"
Rialanodded. Being Laeth, blesshim, he didn't push her.

She helped him don hisriding jacket for the scheduled hunt. Darranians changed their clothes five or Six
timesaday, and theriding jacket was particularly ridiculous. It was cut o close that Laeth couldn't put it
on aone, and once on it restricted his mobility severely. Just the thing to wear whileriding spirited horses
through fields and over fences a high speeds.

Laeth was s0 busy replying to her snide comments on Darranian fashions that he forgot hisriding whip
when heleft the room, with an exaggerated swagger that |eft Rialla snickering. The whip wasn't necessary
asfar asthe horse was concerned, but fashion dictated it be carried.



Rather than make him come al the way back to the room, Riala snatched it up and trotted down the
gairsto the entrance hal, where the riders would al gather and talk before they got on the horses.

Ridlakept her dave face on with an effort as she did discreetly among the guests. She probably shouldn't
have given Laeth such abad time—most of the men were wearing coats thet fit even tighter than Laeth's.

It took her two trips through the crowded room before she heard his voice. She came upon him and
dipped the whip quietly into his hand without interrupting his conversation.

She was careful to keep her gaze down s0 she lacked warning when afamiliar hand wrapped itself
around the back of her neck and the voice of her former master said, "Where on earth did you manage to
find thisone, Laeth? | have been looking for her for years."

A thumb under her chin forced her gaze from the floor. He wastaler than Lagth and stockier, though
even after seven yearsit was muscle that filled the burgundy jacket he wore. His hair was still dark brown
and tied neatly in aqueue. Theonly sign of the passing years was the silvering of his narrow mustache.

"Shewasyours, Uncle?' Lagth's voice was carefully neutral, though Rialla couldn't see hisface.

Uncle! She remembered the affection in Laeth's voice when he spoke of hisuncle, Lord Winterseine. It
would seem that her former master had high connectionsindeed.

Riallakept her body relaxed, and focused her eyes somewhere past her old master's face. She took
some comfort in knowing that her terror wouldn't be immediately obvious. His hand amost touched her
tattooed cheek. The spymaster's mage had warned her that theillusion of the tattoo was visua only. If he
did hishand up farther hewould be ableto fed the scars.

The davetrainer released her neck, diding his hand intimately to her shoulder, and Ridlafought back a
sghof relief. "Yes" hesaid. "She was adancer in asmal establishment that | own in Kentar. | trained
her myself. It's been Six or seven years since she escaped.” He smiled and his voice took on a softness
that she knew too well. "1 believe that she killed the guard when she did. It will be good to have her
back. Sheisavery talented dancer.”

"Why, Unclelss, | didn't know you trained daves." Lagth'stone bordered on insulting.

"| train my own horsestoo,” hisunclereplied. "'l find the onesthat otherstrain pick up bad habits. It will
taketimeto retrain her.”

L aeth ran ahand casualy down her back in amove as possessive as his uncle's hand on her shoulder. "'l
picked her up in the Alliance, near the sea, when | was guarding a merchant train across the wastes."

Therewasjust the right touch of amusement in Lagth'svoice. It would seem obviousthat he was more
interested in the abhorrence hisunclewould fed a having amember of hisfamily acting in suchamenid
capacity than in any clam that hisuncle would have on hisdave.

He continued in the same vein. " She was a gift for saving the merchant's son after he was bitten by a
snake. | am afraid that | cannot return her to you. Uncle Iss—it has been longer than five years since you
lost her, after dl. | find | have grown," Laeth paused with aman-to-man look that conveyed arisque
meaning to hiswords, "fond of her attentions. She knows just how to please me." Laeth casualy
wrapped his hand around her neck, just asIsdic had. He pulled her away from Lord Winterseine's grip
and twisted her casudly around for akiss.

Rialacomplied with Lagth's demands, but it was his sorrow at discovering that it was his uncle who had
hurt her, not passion, that dipped through the fraying defenses of her empathy. When the kisswas over,



Ridlaglanced unobtrusively at her former master.

Surviva had forced her to read hisface more easily than she could read awritten page, and what she
saw there worried her.

Laeth'suncle smiled and said lightly, "Very well, Lagth, the consequences be on your head, though.
Remember that she killed aguard when she escaped; keeping her might be dangerous.”

L aeth smiled back at hisuncle and said, "Shelll do me no harm, Uncle Iss. She knowsthat there are
worse mastersto have." He paused. Theimplication held just made might not have been intentiona

because he continued, "The merchant was free with hiswhip. If sheisn't agood girl, I'll just send her
back and she knowsit."

Winterseine had sarted to say something €l se when they were interrupted by aman who looked severa
years younger than Laeth. He was handsomer than either of the other men and taller, but he lacked their
presence. His voice was a soft tenor when he spoke to Winterseine. " Tamas says that the rest of our

party ishere

Wintersaine grunted, but L aeth stepped forward and reached for the younger man's hand and shook it
warmly. "Terran, it'sgood to see you again. | seethat Uncle Isstill hasyou organizing histravels”

The young man laughed shyly and nodded his head. "I don't know what I'd do if we stayed in one
residence more than aweek or So—perhaps get afull night's deep without worrying if some vita piece of
luggage got |eft at the last rest stop.” Then he ducked his head and added, "1t's not that bad redlly; Father
and | go mostly to the same places, so it's more like having many homes rather than none.”

Since no onewas looking at her, Ridlaexamined Terran's face. She had forgotten about Winterseing's
son: he had been as unobtrusive then as he appeared now.

Winterseine laughed, though there was an edge to it, and patted his son on the shoulder. "1 don't know
what 1'd do without him. He makes dll thetravel arrangementsand | just follow and enjoy thetrip. Ah, it
looks like people are starting to leave for the stables. Shdl we join them?”

Laeth turned Ridlaaround asif she were achild and patted her rump familiarly. "Go clean the room and
see that you find the other green dipper for your dancing costume. | want you to wear it to dinner. Check
under the bed; | might have thrown it therelast night. | want you ready to join me at dinner tonight.” Ridla
walked away obediently, carefully controlling the indinctive urgeto run.

In Laeth's suite she stretched out on the bed and thought about Winterseine. It surprised her how angry
L aeth had been. She would have been less surprised by an apologetic refusa to return her, though she
found his unexpected defense warming. She closed her eyes and dept.

The sounds of the hunting party’s return awoke her, and she got up hastily and began to dressin the
emerad-green dancing costume sheld purchased at Midge's before leaving Sianim.

The green costume was surprisingly modest for being purchased from abrothel, quite suitable for apublic
dance. Theveils covered her from hip to toe and from neck to wrist, dmost concedling the skimpy top
and bottom, alowing only faint glimpses of skin between the layers as Ridlamoved.

She braided her hair into aneat crown that anchored still more vellsthat covered her face and neck,
leaving only her exaticaly pale midriff bare. The miniature gold bells that were scattered through the
costume were its most unusud feature, and had been alucky find at the bazaar in Sanim.

She searched through her packs until she found aleather pouch containing the jewelry of adancer.



Vicioudy long, sharp, golden nails dipped over the ends of her fingers, held on by dender golden chains
that attached to black leather wristbands. Similar gold chains dangled from black anklets. A much heavier
chain wrapped around her waist and did down until it rested on her hips.

She put on the silk dippersthat matched the rest of her costume. Normally adancer performed barefoot;
but feet were considered erotic and unacceptable for an audience that would include noblewomen.
Lastly, she donned the heavy black cloak that covered most of her costume.

Dressed, Ridladescended the stairs and walked out to the dining hall, where she'd been commanded to
wait for Laeth. She stood quietly, head down, outwardly ignoring the looks that the servants gave her;
herswas probably the first dancing costume they had ever seen. Saves were expensve—only the very
rich could afford them—and dancers were more expensive than most. Most dancers were owned by
businessmen, who used them to bring in customersto their taverns and clubs; dancers owned for private
usewererare.

When Laeth entered, engaged in aloud, boisterous and not particularly sober conversation with his
cousin Terran, who wasfranticaly trying to quiet him, Ridlafdl in behind. She held out Laeth's chair and
hel ped seat him, then stood back againgt the wall so that she wouldn't get in the way of the servants. In
their own way, the nobles were as fascinated with her as the servants had been. They were merely more
discreet with their stares, so as not to appear too interested.

It was dmost fun to pretend, knowing that she was fooling al these people; especialy since Lagth had
aready outfaced her former owner. It was odd, Rialareflected, that shed never fdt lesslike adave than
now when she was pretending to be one.

She didn't notice Lord Winterseine until he spokein her ear.

"Y ou shouldn't have run away from me. Little One," he whispered. ™Y ou know what happensto daves
who run from me. Don't think the young whelp will keep you from my wrath. | have plansfor him."

Hisrage boiled over onto her like molten lavawhen he gripped her arm... These fools! Think that they
can toy with me, do they?... Shewas pulled out of hisgrasp and hismind by a strong hand on her
wrig.

"Savegirl," said Laeth in dightly drunken tones, "get me the brandy that | brought from Sianim. Terran,
here, said that he's never tried Rethian brandy, despite having visited Reth on numerous occasions.” He
shook his head chidingly at his cousin, as he shoved Rialain the direction of the entrance.

She fled the room gratefully and darted up the stairs, not dowing until she reached Laeth's suite and shut
the door behind her. As shetried to locate the brandy sheld just packed, she attempted to figure out
what was bothering her about Lord Winterseine.

She had expected him to be angry, but his anger had been disproportionate. She had been vauable, but
not irreplaceable. Hisrage had a hard edge of insanity about it, and of paranoia. From the little shed
caught, she thought Winterseine was angry most of thetime... perhapsfrightened aswell.

When sheld speculated that her former owner was the man who caled himsdf the Voice of Altis, she
hadn't redlly believed it. She could now. He'd changed in more substantia waysthan afew gray hairsin
his mustache. Arrogance was necessary to aman who turned other humansinto daves, but Lord
Wintersaine's arrogance had grown tremendoudly.

Finding the bottle at last, Ridlastarted through the hall to the stairs. She stopped in front of the dining
room to catch her breath, then strode in with studied grace.



Winterseine was on the other side of the room from Lagth, who was engaged in being thoroughly
obnoxious. Rather than interrupting him, Riadla set the bottle on the table, well out of reach of his
exaggerated gestures, stepped back to the wall and let hersalf be distracted by hisantics.

In the middle of the serving of the hot cherry torte, Laeth, who had alowed Terran to keep him quiet
through the previous four courses, suddenly jumped to hisfedt.

"I don't care who the princess marries; she can marry adonkey if she caresto: | just can't somach a
Darranian princess marrying that Rethian ox. The only thing good to come out of Reth in the last hundred
yearsisthisbrandy.” He grabbed at the bottle Riala had brought down and missed. Giving it apuzzled
look, he jumped on top of the table and managed to locate it near his ankles.

He swung the brandy toward his brother with such enthusiasm that even Ridla, who knew that he was
about as drunk as she was, winced; but somehow he managed to hold onto the neck and keep from
fdling off thetable a the sametime.

"You, Karsten, are the reason that our poor princessis being forced to marry that brainless hunk of bear
bait." His voice held such melodramatic sorrow that Ridlafelt agrin tug at the corner of her mouth. So
that was why he'd been making such a spectacle of himsdlf.

After this performance, it would be clear that Lagth would be sympathetic to a plot that would hdt the
union of Reth and Darran. He was hoping that he would be approached by someone who would give
them a suspect for the attempted nations—someone other than hisuncle. Rialawas afraid that he
wasn't going to find one.

Lord Karsten sat pae and composed at the head of the table, but Rialathought that hislack of color
was more from his recent poisoning than from the antics of hisincorrigible brother. It was Marri who
stood up and proposed that everyone retire to the music room for the evening entertainment. Terran and
Lord Karsten, between them, managed to talk Laeth into getting off the table. Karsten poured severa
cups of something that a hastily summoned vaet swore would sober Lagth.

L aeth allowed himself to be quieted and appeared dmost normal, if deepy, by the time hefinished the
drink. Hewasled cautioudy into the music room and seeted in the back. Terran was|eft with him to
ensure hisgood behavior.

The music room was actudly asmdl auditorium. Ridlafelt amoment's panic at the thought of trying to fit
three hundred peopleinto it, but apparently an evening of amateur entertainment was not the highlight of
the celebration. Although the room was not huge, there were still plenty of empty sedts.

She found out why when the first performer stepped on the stage.

Two hourslater Ridlahad falen into acomfortable doze that gave her somerdief from the neophyte
troubadour performing on a poorly tuned lyre. The performances weren't without merit. Marri wasan
acceptable dto, but Riadlas favorite was a middle-aged woman whose dramatic rendition of aclassic
monologue was eclipsed by an untimely rip in her overly tight gown.

L aeth, who had lapsed into a convincing drunken coma, sat up and rubbed his eyes and peered
bleary-eyed at the stage. When it was obvious that no one was on it, he stood up and motioned Rialato
follow.

Ridlacould hear her pulse pound in her ears, and adrendine made her musclestaut and responsive.
Sheld amost forgotten how much she enjoyed performing. Before, it had been tainted by her dave status;
thistime she was performing by choice.



Inthe men's club in Kentar, there had always been a drummer to provide a best for her, but here she
would have to dance to her own music. Laeth stopped at the bottom of the stage and motioned her to
continue up the tairs. Shetook off her black cloak and struck a demure pose, waiting for the audience
to quiet. It took timefor the peoplein their seatsto redize what she was waiting for and quit talking.

She tested the chamber by a subtle movement of her foot, and the bellsrang out with aclear and sweet
tone. She had chosen her dance carefully, asthe dances that she had used most often were unsuitable for
public display. Thiswas an obscure dance that one of the older dancersin the club had taught her; the
story of ayoung girl whoislogt inthewoods at night and killed by a shapeshifter.

Ridlalet hersdf becomethe girl, concentrating on the swest refrain of the bells. Her movementswere
soft and furtive as she snuck out of her parents house, then light and graceful as she dodged through the
woodsto find her lover.

He wasn't where they were supposed to meet; but she wasn't worried and danced to the night and the
moon, accompanied by the musical babble of thetiny bellsthat she wore.

In the middie of an agile leap, she heard anoise. Landing, she crouched, momentarily frightened. She
remembered that her lover should be coming. Her fear changed to excitement as she searched eagerly for
him. He was not there.

With ashrug, she gave hersalf back to the dance. Her movements were lithe and willowy, but she was
obvioudy tiring when she heard another noise. Thistime it was her lover in the form of ablack cloak
cleverly wielded in her hand. They danced together, laughing and passionate— until she noticed
something on his clothing: something sticky that stained her hand.

Shelooked a him, questioning, and saw a grest ravening beast in the place of her lover. Sheturned and
ran, but he flew ahead of her and dropped over her, knocking her to the ground. She struggled uselesdy
and then they were dlill,

Ridlalay facedown on the cool wooden floor and panted, listening to the Silence that wasas much a
tribute as the applause that followed.

L aeth stumbled up the tairswith exaggerated care and pulled her to her feet. He grinned and waved a
the assembly, managing a credible bow that tested Ridlas ability to maintain her dave face over her
laughter, and tugged her off the stage and out of the room by aside exit.

Safe once morein the suite, Laeth pulled off his acohol-soaked shirt and undershirt while Rialawashed
her face in the cool water in the ewer.

"How did you do that bit with the cloak whereit flew up and then dropped?’ L aeth's voice was muffled
as he pulled aclean tunic over hishead. "Isit weighted?'

"It'sweighted, but it ill takesalot of practiceto get it to fly just right.” Ridla sifted through her bag and
findly came up with aclean tunic. With it in hand she went to the changing room and stripped out of the
dancing costume. The cotton tunic felt feather-light in comparison, though it was longer than most of its
kind and hung well past her knees.

Barefoot, she returned to the bedroom and dumped the costume on top of her traveling bag. The bells
protested her lack of care, but she ignored the noise as she knelt beside the bag and fought to snug the
laces. " Shouldn't you have performed your drunken sot routine alittle sooner? There's only one day |eft
before we return." The bag taken care of, she sat cross-legged on the heavy carpet that padded the floor.



Laeth flung himsdlf backward on the bed and said, " Seeing that the primary suspect seemsto be my
uncle, | suppose it was better to do it today then never. Maybe another dave-training worm will come
crawling out into the open, and become the next suspect as Karsten'sfailed n."

Riaiacould only see hislegs from where she was Sitting, but she didn't have to see hisface to understand
how he wasfeding. "I'm sorry, Laeth. It might not be him. The dave girl could have belonged to
someonedse”

"No," hereplied. "l told Terran that | had seen an unusually colored dave girl arrive, and he said shewas
Uncles. Shedied last night.”

" She might have been from somewhere that 1've never been. There are anumber of peoplesin the far
South, by the st seas or over the seg, that | have never seen. My empathy isnot soinfaliblethat | could
tell for sure shewas from the East." Riaiawas responding to the misery in hisvoice rather than out of any
conviction of her own.

"I don't doubt that the girl wasfrom the East. It'sdl right, Ria, you don't have to make excusesfor him.
Evenif heisn't trying to kill Karsten, heis not the man | thought he was. Heisnot only adavetrainer, but
adavetrader." He gave ahdf laugh. ™Y ou know, it probably wouldn't have bothered me before | met
you."

Laeth sat up on the bed and crossed hislegs undernesth him, ignoring the damage his boots were doing
to the bed tick. "I always wondered where he got hiswedlth, but | was never interested enough to find
out. Before he inherited the Wintersaine etate from a cousin, the only land he owned was asmdll
property in the South, good for farming but not much else. Everything that Grandfather had went to
Father, and then Kargten. If Uncle earns his money through davery, it gives him adefinite motive for
killing Kargten."

Ridiareached up and touched him on the knee, arare gesture from her. "Lady Marri might not have
been far off when she claimed someone was trying to blame you for the nation attempts. If
Winterseine manages to pin the blame on you, then he gains control of al the wedth Karsten holds, as
well asagood dedl of the power."

He gave her atired smile. "l supposewell just haveto seeto it that my brother doesn't get killed. Then |
won't haveto worry."

The great ballroom had been cleaned and polished for the occasion. Even its hedlthy size was barely
capable of handling the crowd of people who had come to celebrate the birthday of the most powerful
lord in the realm. There was scarcely room to stand, let aone dance.

The gentry, and the more wedthy merchants and farmers of the surrounding areas, had been invited to
mingle with the powerful aristocrats. Mostly, thought Riala as she dodged through the crowd with the
cool glass of ae she had brought from the kitchens, so that Karsten could house some visitors with the
locd gentry rather than trying to cram them even tighter in hiskeep.

She had gone on many such errands this evening, dlowing her to mingle despite her dave satus, but
sheld managed to overhear nothing more interesting than a clandestine affair. She'd managed to avoid
Lord Winterseine, chiefly because he had not sought her out, but she found hersalf congtantly aware of
his presence.

Approaching Laeth, Riallaobserved that hislittle group had been invaded by Lord Karsten and Lady
Marri. Laeth's brother looked pale and had spent the better part of the ball sitting down on one of the
couches set up here and there d ong the edge of the room. Marri kept her hand on hisarm and her eyes



lowered, like any good Darranian wife. Laeth's cousin Terran stood quietly in the background with
severd other young men.

"... lucky that the healer isas good asheis." Ridlacaught thetail end of Laeth's statement as she handed
him the vessel she carried.

"Indeed,” agreed Karsten, "1 sent an invitation to him this morning requesting his presence here so | could
suitably reward him."

"Did you offer him enough of abribe that he would show up? If you don't express your gratitude to him,
people might think that you were lacking in manners.”

Laeth's comment drew a gasp from someone, but his brother only laughed.

"Asamatter of fact, | told him | wanted to talk to him about reducing the amount of payment that the
village owesme," said Lord Karsten, exchanging aboyish grin with Laeth. "If that doesn't make him
show up, | don't know what will."

"Lady Marri looksthirsty,” observed Laeth laconicaly. "Would you care for something from the
kitchens? Some ale, perhaps?’

"Mease," she agreed. With agesture, Lagth sent Riala scurrying back to the kitchen.

She was dmogt to the door when some instinct caused her to spin around and look up. In acorner of the
domed ceiling a shadow codesced and condensed until it took on amonstrous, writhing, floating form
that seemed to swim through the air asif it were buoyant.

Someone e se noticed the thing and screamed. The creature, now fully materidized, dowly twisted
through the air toward Lord Karsten like a giant snake with tentacles. Then it hesitated, asif something
caught its attention. At the sametime, Rialafelt atentative touch on her mind; gentle and seductive, it
froze her where she stood.

The thing shifted direction with a swiftness that something that sze shouldn't have, whipping itstail behind
it with an audible crack. Green and brown patches of scraggly fibersthat looked remarkably like weeds
hung here and there from its body, dropping off asif the creature had leprosy. The end of itstail was
armed with sharp black spikesthat glistened wetly in the light of the ballroom chanddliers. The only bright
color onit wasthered of itseyes, adl six of them glittering like aking's ransom of rubies asthey focused
onitsprey—Ridla

Riallaabsently took astep closer to it, asit hovered dightly in front and above her. While she was
standing there, the better part of the crowd fled the room in ablind panic, until the space around her was
unoccupied, leaving only aknot of people near Lord Karsten on the far side of the room. It stretched out
one of itsblack, cordlike tentacles and touched her carefully, ruffling her hair.

Therewas no pain, only adight tugging to indicate what it was doing, but the contact opened it to her
empathic senses, and she knew its nature. Older by far than any creature sheld ever touched in that
manner, it too was empathic. It fed on emotions until there was nothing | eft, then consumed the body of
itsvictims—she could fed itsanticipation.

The creature wastoo dien for Rialato pick up any but the most basic of memories, but she could tell
what itsintentions were; finding an empath was an unexpected trest—something it hadn't fed upon
before.

Casudly, giving her no warning, it projected a stray thought, and Rialascreamed in terror that she could



fed the thing absorb—but the terror broke her trance. Frantically, with adancer's agility, she twisted out
of the cord and ran. Grabbing a gilt-edged sword hanging from the nearby wall, Ridlaripped it fromits
mounting and held it in front of her with practiced ease. She could taste the blood where she had bitten
her lip.

The sword was obvioudy made for decorative purposes—it wasill-balanced and unwieldy. It was aso,
unfortunately, dull. She thought wryly that she would morelikely be able to bludgeon the thing to deeth
with the sword than cut it.

Another black cord stretched tentatively toward her. When she struck out at it, it merely wrapped itsdlf
around the sword and tugged it gently away, dropping it cardlessly on the floor out of Rialasreach.

Muittering afilthy word, Ridlagrabbed ablack cast-iron candle holder and knocked the candle off the
sharpened spike at the end. The candle snuffed itself out on the floor.

The candle holder was dmost as good a weapon as the sword. The point was sharp enough to skewer
amogt anything, but it was only two hand-spans long. Judging from the creature's S ze, that was dmost
long enough to enrageit. The holder was dso heavy; she could just manageto hold it if sherested the
base on the floor. Unless the creature was as stupid as an enraged boar, her makeshift weapon wouldn't
do her any good. From what she could sense, the beast was smarter than she was. Though she had
strengthened her mental protection aswell as she could, she felt the creature laugh at her.

Ridladropped the end of the useless candle holder and stepped back to avoid its bounce. Then, with
deliberate cAmness, she waited for the creature to touch her again. There was one weapon she hadn't
tried. Though she had never done anything like it before, she knew that it was possibleto turn the
creature's attack againgt it. If she were strong enough.

A dender cord wrapped itsalf around her neck so gently it dmost tickled. Sweat trickled down Ridlas
neck as she waited for its mind to touch hers. When it did, she welcomed it—luring it deeper and deeper.
Then with a savage, desperate wrench she tore down the scarred barriers that kept the emotions of
everyone around her out of her mind, and poured everything she could gather from the crowded
ballroom into the creatures mind. Theoreticdly, if she could rid hersdlf of it fast enough, only atoken of
the full effect would touch her.

Momentarily, she caught something out of the crowd... avoicein her head, Lord Karsten's. .. betraya
and surprise—hot pain that faded into the nothingness that she recognized as death. There were ajumble
of emotionsfrom people near Karsten's body. Ignoring the import of Karsten's murder, shefed his
emotions and desth into the mind of the creature that she battled.

Thething struck her with itstail, trying to break her concentration, laying open the large musclein her
thigh. She fed the burning pain back to it. The creature twitched and fought franticaly, asif it faced a
physica wegpon, losing control of itsthoughts asit tried to flee. She sensed the opportunity and thrust its
own terror back into it.

When its heart burst under the adrena surge, she frantically tried to close her mind. With an
ear-shatering wail the creature fell heavily and lay silent and unmoving.

Ridladowly became aware that she was on her hands and knees and that the floor was wet. The smell

of half-rotten plants wasthick in the air. Asthe minutes passed, she knew that she had to find the strength
from somewhere to make sure that no one touched her. She could fed people moving closer asthe
dtillness of the monster gave them courage.

If one of them decided to help her, they were likdly to suffer the same fate asthe creature that sheld



killed. Shedidn't have the control to shield her empathy against such aninvasion.

There weren't many people left in the balroom, which made her condition dightly more bearable.
Through her weak barriers she could sense Laeth and the tearing grief that he felt at his brother's death.
Ridlacould fed Lord Jarroh's rage and Marri's surprise at the depth of sorrow that she felt.

The hedler must indeed have accepted the lure that Karsten had offered him. Riallaheard hisvoicering
clearly through the abandoned room, camnessin the insane clamor of the balroom. "Lord Karstenis
dead. The knife punctured his heart and |eft lung; he died dmogt ingtantly. | am sorry, but there is nothing
| can do.”

Someone was getting too close. Rialamanaged to say hoarsdly, "Stay away." He wasn't listening, so she
added hoarsdly, "It might not be dead.” That made him back away fast.

There were too many thoughtsin her head. She needed to rest before she could block everyone out. The
stone was cold against her cheek, cold and wet.

"No. Stay back. Lord Laeth. Unless you want to end like that thing over there. Give her sometime.” The
hedler again. Tris. Someone who would keep the people avay until she could pull up her barriers.

She relaxed and concentrated on retrieving her barriers, but she loosened her control too soon. She
should have known how well Laeth followed directions, she felt hisintention just an instant too late.
When he touched her, she screamed, trying frantically to shield him from the confusion of emotions, his
and hers. Mercifully, she passed out just after Laeth did.

CHAPTER FOUR

Ridlaawoke with asmile. During the short space of time before full awareness descended, she savored
the unusudly strong sense of well-being like adiver of ice on ahot day. She opened her eyeswith
reluctance as her memory returned.

Instead of the gray stone walls she'd grown used to, the room she was in was dominated by wood. The
floorboards were varnished and lovingly polished to ahigh gloss. The walls were flatboard interlocked
and darkened with oil. Across the room was alarge window, extravagantly made of clear glassthat
flooded the room with light from outside.

The room was minimdly furnished with the bed, asmdl table in the far corner and asmdl woven rug.
Thetotd effect was spartan and spacious. the warm colors of the woods and the red and yellow
bedclothes kept it from feding unwelcoming. It seemed obvious that she wasn't in Westhold, but she
didn't have the dightest ideawhere el se she could be.

Ridlasat up and caught her breath at the sharp pain in her left thigh. She remembered being hit by the
swamp creature'stail, but at the time she'd been too caught up in the battle to assess the damage.

She sat up giffly and tugged the unwiddy quilt off her leg, swinging both of her feet off the bed. A thick
bandage of unbleached cotton covered her thigh from hip to knee. Underneath the wrappings, her leg
throbbed painfully, though she hadn't felt it at all when she woke up. Rubbing her head, which was also
garting to ache, shetried to reconstruct what had happened in the ballroom, so she could figure out
where she was and what she was doing here.

It was difficult to sort out the mixture of other people's emotions and thoughts, but she could piece



together alittle of it. She knew that Lord Karsten was dead. Sheld felt him die with abrief burning pain
asasharp knife did between hisribs and into his heart.

Someone saw it happen, saw Laeth dlip the knife in— Lord Jarroh, that'swho it had been. His
thoughts had afamiliar touch; she could remember hisrage from her days as adancer at theclubin
Kentar.

Ridlashook her head in frugration. She knew that Laeth hadn't killed his brother; she had felt hisgrief
and rage aso when he saw his brother fall. Why had Lord Jarroh seen something that hadn't happened?
Where was Laeth? Why was she here?

Ignoring her wounded leg, Rialamanaged to set her feet on the floor, but that was as close to standing
up as shewas going to get. Frustrated, she reached empathically to touch Laeth and assure hersdlf that
hewaswdll. It wasn't until then that she redlized the scarsthat had limited her ability were gone, asif they
had never been. The battle with the monster must have finished what the degth of the Eastern empath had

begun.

She found the mousein the wall, and a deer eating grassin the forest nearby. But she couldn't touch

L aeth—or anyone else for that matter. Experimentally, she constructed the shields that would protect her
from unwanted contact. Her awareness of the deer and then the mouse faded. She dropped the shields
again, to look for anyone she could read.

She touched something dse. It fdt familiar, asif shed just been dreaming about it. Without willing it, a
smile began to spread across her face. 1t wasn't what she was used to fedling when she touched aliving
cregture. She received no emotions, no thoughts; just beauty—as if asculptor had learned to work ina
new medium and created something extraordinary. Something just for her.

Fascinated, she drew closer to it. She was so absorbed in her study that when the door opened and the
heder, Tris, waked in, he startled her. Sheingtinctively closed off her gift and assumed the blank face
that davesnormally wear.

Now, where had he come from? With her barriers down and her talent free, she should have been able
to sense him before held gotten that close. Although she couldn't read Winterseine without touching him,
sheld been able to tell where hewas. She must have let herself be distracted by the... whatever it was
that she'd been senaing.

At least his presence gave her some clue asto where she was. From that and the herbal smdllswafting
through the room'’s open door, she concluded she was at the hedler's cottage in the village of
Tdlonwood.

"Good morning,” he said with suspicious blandness. "How are you feding?'
She narrowed her eyesat him, trying to read hisface. "I have been better," shefinaly alowed neutrdly.

He amiled, humor warming his gray-green eyes asit animated hisvoice. "'l bet you have. You'l fed better
if you put your legs back on the bed." He made no moveto help her.

She gave him awary look, but since it was obvious that she wasn't going to be going anywhere soon, she
panfully maneuvered back under the quilt.

Hewaited until she was settled comfortably, before Sitting on the end of the bed and leaning against the
wal.

Hewas abig man, and the end of the bed sank considerably with hisweight.



"I don't know how much you saw of last night's events.” He let the end of his sentencerisein aquestion.
"l wasfairly busy," said Ridla, truthfully enough.

The hedler grunted, then said, "Lord Karsten was killed by aknifein the back, while you were daying the
mongter. Lord Laeth islocked in the guard tower at Westhold. The evidence againgt himis quite strong.

"Lord Jarroh himsalf saw Laeth stab Karsten in the confusion. A guard reported seeing the Lady of the
Hold leaving Lagth'srooms late at night. He a so apparently launched quite averba attack on his brother
the night before Karsten died. The only mystery seemsto be what happened to the dagger with which
Karsten was murdered.

"Severd people, including mysdlf, saw it, but it ppearsto be missing. It was quite distinctive; the hilt was
slver and shaped like a coiled serpent with ruby eyes— the one that Lagth was wearing the night Lord
Karsten was poisoned. Y ou have probably seeniit.”

"Yawan," swore Rialawith some hesat, forgetting her role atogether. She was left with areal messto
clean up.

"Quite," replied the hedler, Tris, relaxing even more againgt the wall. "It certainly looks asif someone has
planned carefully to insure Lord Laeth is blamed for Karsten's desth; unless Lagth is stupid enough to
have actudly doneit."

"No," said Ridla "It wasn't Lagth.”

Trisnodded. "L ord Winterseine was anxioudy explaining to Lord Jarroh that he had caught hisyoung
nephew, Laeth, playing with magic one afternoon when Lagth was aboy. Obviously the adult Lagth took
magic up again while hewasliving in Sianim, and trangported the monster from the Great Swamp.

"Indeed, | thought Winterseine knew agreat dedl about the unusua creature. He told Jarroh that the
monster feeds on emotions and that you are an empath—not that anyonein the ballroom last night wasin
any doubt of that.

"Obvioudy Laeth intended the thing to act as adiversion while he killed Karsten. He needed you to
draw the beast's attention—s0 it wouldn't kill anyone it wasn't supposed to. Winterseine explained that
he had requested that L aeth return you to him and Laeth refused. Winterseine was surprised and hurt
until he understood L aeth's motivation.”

"All that you have ismy word that Laeth didn't kill Karsten. Why doesn't dl this evidence convince you?"
asked Ridlafindly.

Trislooked at her briefly, sincerity clear in hiseyes, and then looked out the window, asif he knew how
uncomfortable she was meeting anyone's gaze.

"Asdefrom my persond opinion of Winterseine?' he asked. "'l waswatching Lord Laeth while Karsten
was stabbed. | didn't see who killed Karsten, but it wasn't Laeth. He was trying to get through the crowd
and help you battle the mongter.”

Ridlalooked out the window too, keeping Trisin her peripherd vision. His cordiaity was making her
nervous, he wasn't treating her like adave. Sheliked people to be predictable; she couldn't understand
what motivated the heder.

Déliberately, shelooked at him until she drew his eye, wanting to watch hisface. "Why do you think that
| care about what happensto Lord Laeth? | am only hisdave."



The hedler smiled, and she could see ahint of adimple under his close-shaven beard. Humor lit his eyes.

"Ahyes adave." Herubbed hisjaw, asif in thought, and then sngpped hisringers. "But | didn't finish
telling you the rest of it. Lord Winterseine was here early thismorning. It seemsthat with Karsten dead,
heisLaeth's closest relative: as such heis claiming custody of Lagth's vauables, including you. | told him
that you were currently too ill to move. Areyou sureyou are merely Laeth's dave?"

Ridlatook an involuntary breeth, forgetting momentarily the trepidation she had about the hedler. She
had been so worried about Laeth that she had forgotten what hisimprisonment would mean to hisdave.
Ren had promised that she wouldn't remain adave, no matter how the bones fel, but she'd rather not
risk it. She aso would rather not see Laeth executed for acrime he didn't commit.

The problem was that she couldn't do anything about Laeth or her impending return to davery. Shewas
effectively immobilized on the wrong side of the Darranian border, with atattoo that proclaimed her
property of Winterseine, who sounded asif he were intent on the death of her closest friend.

Shelooked at Tris, who had turned back to the window, giving her time to think about hiswords. She
was unsure why Tris sounded so certain that she was not Lagth's dave, but at this point she didn't believe
it mattered much. With Karsten dead and L aeth imprisoned, somehow keeping their investigations secret
hardly seemed imperative—especialy since they had failed so spectacularly at foiling Karsten's murderer.
On the other hand, with Tris's cooperation, she might be able to stal Winterseine long enough to do
something about freeing Laeth.

"Why are you so interested?' she asked. "I have spoken to you only once, and the only time you spoke
to Laeth was to exchange unpleasantries.”

Trisdrew in abreath and spoke dowly. "I have my reasons,” he said. "1 don't think that | will tell themto
you yet—but | mean no harm to you or Lord Laeth.”

Ridlaeyed him warily, but followed her ingtinct to trust him. "'l used to be adave, owned by Winterseine.
| escaped years ago, and have been training horses in Sianim. When the Spymaster needed someoneto
play dave and accompany Laeth here, he recruited me."”

When the hedler turned to look at her, she lowered her eyes, but continued speaking. " The Spymaster
had word that there was a plot against Lord Karsten. It didn't suit his purpose that Lord Karsten be
killed, so he sent Laeth and me here to prevent it. As Lord Karsten's brother, Laeth was a perfect
choice. Ashisdave, | was supposed to gather information on who wastrying to kill Karsten and why."
She shat Trisaquick, wry look. "Unfortunatdly, it seemsthat we only made the murder easier by giving
the killer the perfect suspect. Laeth has dways had a questionable reputation.”

Lowering her gaze, she continued dowly, "I believe that the man who killed Karsten was hisuncle, Lord
Winterseine. He came here with an empathic dave, who died by her own hand the night she arrived. |
can't be certain he intended to use her as adistraction for the creature in the ballroom, as he claimed that
L aeth used me—I would have thought that she was too vauable for such use. Still, he certainly knew that
she could be used that way."

She pulled the fabric of the bedcover tight and released it. "Asfor magic, | know that Winterseineisa
mage. He makes hisliving as adave trainer and trader—he was the man who endaved me. If davery
were outlawed, as Lord Karsten proposed, it would reduce Winterseine'sincome enormoudy. With
Karsten dead and Laeth blamed for it, Winterseine inherits al of Karsten'swedth and protects his
current income aswell."

Trissaid, "'l thought he was not at the hold when Lord Karsten was poisoned.”



Rialashrugged. "He wasn't there, but his servant Tamaswas. It wouldn't have been much of afest for
him to dip poison into the food or drink. A trusted servant, even someone e se's, iscloseto being
invigble"

She rubbed her templesto dleviate her headache and continued, "Thereis aso the matter of the missing
dagger. Any decent mage can tell who wielded aweapon used for murder.”

He had started to say something when she heard aknock from somewhere else in the cottage. He
pushed her flat on the bed and put afinger to hislips, then shut the door quietly behind him as he left the
room.

She couldn't hear what was said, but she recognized the voice. When Tris, carrying what appeared to be
apile of bandages and a cloth bag, ushered Lord Winterseineinto the room, she was lying down with her
eyes closad. Winterseine touched her, and she moaned, channdling the pain from her leg to him through
his touch, magnified enough that he didn't leave hishand on her for very long.

"He'sright. Father," said avoice that she recognized as Terran's. " She ill seemsto bein much pain. The
pikes on thetail of the swamp creature are poisonous. We should leave her here until she's hedled or
shell be of little use to us. What good is a crippled dancer? From what I've been told, the hedler isthe
finestin Darran. If sheisrecoverable, heistheonetodoit.”

Poisonous, thought Ridla The hedler must be pretty impressive when he can make atainted wound fedl
thiswell inlessthan anight.

"Very well, Heder," said Wintersaeine's hated voice, and shefelt him pull back the quilt so he could see
the tight bandages on her leg. Though she was wearing the gray davetunic, she still felt exposed without
the covering to hide benegth.

"I will be back to see her tomorrow," he continued. "Don't worry about payment. If my nephew is not
freed, | will cover the expense. Sheisavery vauable dancer and well worth the investment—especidly if
you are able to keep her leg from scarring.”

"1 will do my best, but not for the sake of your investment.” Triss voice was cold with didike, and Riala
remembered that L aeth had said that the hedler was not overly fond of aristocrats.

"Of course not, my dear man. A heder doesn't think of such things as money when heis curing the sick.”
Lord Wintersaine's tone was amicable, disguising the dig in hiswords. Everyone knew that this hedler
wasinfamous for charging exorbitant rates.

Apparently the dig bothered Trisnot at al. He said coolly, "My ratesincrease with the irritation that the
case givesme. Yours have just doubled. Y ou have seen her. The door isin the same place it waswhen
you entered.”

Winterseine laughed, but he left dl the same.

Ridlaand the healer waited until they heard the outside door open and shut. Tris stuck his head into the
other room to make sure that they had |eft, then resumed his position on the foot of the bed.

"S0," he said warmly, asif the frost in his manner had never been, "what do you plan to do now?"

"Firgt," shesaid, "l need to get Laeth out of the guard tower. | suspect that unless Lord Winterseine
makes apersond confession, Laeth will hang for the death of his brother.”

"I can hep with that," said Tris. He closed his hand and then opened it to show her the yellow rose that



he held. Bringing the flower to his nose, he smdled it once; then he handed it to Rialaand continued to
speak. "l have talents that might prove useful.”

Shelooked at the rose, wondering if he used magic or deight of hand. Deciding it didn't matter, she
granted him atentative smile. "Thank you."

"And after you free Laeth?" asked Tristhoughtfully.

"Gods," shesad, "don't ask me. I'm ahorse trainer, not aspy. | suppose I'll go back to Sianim with
Laeth." Something about retreating to Sianim left abad taste in her mouth, but she didn't know what else
to do.

Trisgot to hisfeet. "Y ou're not going to be capable of anything unlessyour leg isready to hold you, so let
me take alook under the bandage.”

He drew aknife from aboot sheath, and pushed the blankets to one sde. With abrisk efficiency that
said much for the sharpness of hisknife, Tris cut away the bandage on her leg.

From the looks of the wound, aspike had hit just above her knee and ripped through muscle dmost to
her hip. The flesh around the wound was mottled with bruises. There was a poultice over thetorn area, a
green mass that made the dice look even nagtier than it felt, but what caught Rialla's attention wasthe
ardl.

She grabbed her nose quickly. "What isthat stuff?"

Trislooked up momentarily from his perusa of the injury, unperturbed by the foul odor. "I'm not sure
exactly what kind of poison the spirit-ester uses. This dressing should have drawn out most of it. Most of
the odor isthe poison, though the leaves have astrong scent of their own. I'm going to put the same
dressing back on until it quits smelling, then | can gart your heding.”

He separated an oil-treated cloth from the rest of hispile and lay it out on the bed, then taking asmall
pair of pincersfrom the bag on the floor, he began pulling the large green leaves off her leg. Once he had
most of the big pieces off, he carefully picked out the bits and pieces of greenery that remained. Sweat
beaded on her forehead, and Riadlabit her lip as the gentle probing induced the pain she had expected
ealier.

Trisgathered up the mess and | eft the room, returning shortly with two pans of steaming water which he
set on thefloor. He dipped aclean cloth in the water, then wrung it out and set it on her leg; he repeated
his action severa times as the cloth cooled down. When he wasfinished, the wound was clean and Ridla
wastrembling.

Hetook acarefully wrapped bundie out of the bag and unwrapped it, revedling dried leaves aslong as
Ridlasforearm and twice as broad. He took five or six and lay them in the clean pan of water to soak.

"Here now," he said, and hisnormally dight accent was thicker with sympathy. "I'm going to put abit of
this powder on the cut. It should help the painin abit." Ashe spoke, he sprinkled ayellow powder lightly
on the wound, holding the torn skin open with one hand. "It's an anesthetic made from aplant | caught
someloca youngsters chewing on.”

He started to put the softened leaves on her leg and chose to distract her with his story. " One of them
had a bit too much, and | had atime keeping him from cutting off his hand. He thought that amaggot had
gotten into it and was egting its way to his heart.

"| gave the whole village alecture on the weed. In case that doesn't work, whenever | run into a patch of



the stuff | make sure that the taste kegps anything with atongue in its mouth from egting it. I've found and
treated enough of the plantsthat most of the village young ones steer clear of it; but as atopica anesthetic
it hasfew equas.”

"Youreamagician?' Rialaquestioned, hesitantly. Darran was not a place where anyone admitted to
being awizard, but Trisswords had invited the question.

"Magic-user," hesaid asif he were correcting her, but asfar as Rialaknew the two were the same thing.
"Doesthat bother you?Y ou are not Darranian.”

She shook her head. "No."

He pulled the remnants of the old bandages out from under her leg, where they were keeping the sheets
clean, and began strapping her leg with new wraps. "There, dmost finished.”

A bell rang Stridently in the other room, and he called out, "Coming. No need to ruin my ears." He
finished what he was doing, gathered up the mess and headed toward the other room. "Y ou might try to
rest up. I'll be back in to check on you when | am through.”

Ridlashut her eyes and endured the throbbing of her leg for afew minutes before the pain started to
lessen. As soon as the powder numbed the wound, she fell adegp again.

When she woke up, the small table had been pulled up beside her bed. The surface of the table was
inlaid with light and dark wooden squares, forming agame board. The squares were occupied by small
wooden game pieces carved in the shapes of animals, real and imaginary.

The pieceslined up on her side of the board had been darkened by ail until they were nearly black. On
the other side of the table, seated on astool he must have pulled from another room, Triswas carefully
lining up smilar game piecesthat were fashioned from a blond wood.

Without looking at her, Trissad, ' "Thisisagame that my father taught me, and now | am going to teach
you. You would cdl it 'Stedl the Dragon,’ and,” he held up awinged lizard carved with loving detail, "the
object of the game isto sted the other person's dragon.”

He explained to her in careful detail how to develop strategies, and the importance of stealth and deceit,
following hislecture by saying, "Of course, you redizedl | have just imparted to you won't help you at
dl. Theonly way to learnto play isby playing.”

Ridlahad noticed earlier that she was unable to stay wary around the hedler; he smply wouldn't dlow it.
Heignored her silences and treated her asif they'd known each other for years.

After thefirst twenty moves of the game, Trisgave her bland face apiercing look under his heavy
eyebrows and said in amenacing rumble, " Woman, who taught you how to play?*

In stunned disbelief, Ridlaheard herself giggle. She had never heard such aridiculous sound come out of
her mouth, and she pulled the quilt up to her face to keep the silly sound from coming out again.

When she was sure that she had it under control, though laughter still pulled at the corners of her mouth,
shesad, "Thereisawoman in Sianim who has taught that game to everyone she can coniinto it. She
hosts a tournament at least once aweek. She saysthat it keeps the rabble off the streets and trains them
to be devious, an important skill for amercenary.”

Trisgrowled a her and made his move. Asthe play progressed, the healer's face grew darker, and it
took him longer to move his pieces. Ridladecided that he was playacting more than anything ese,



because his shoulders were loose and his movements eesy.

Shetook one of his pieces. He glowered at her benegth his heavy brows, leaving her fighting the urge to
laugh.

Darknessfell, and with an impatient wave of his hand the oil lamps on thewallslit themsdaves, and Tris
returned his attention to the game, ignoring Ridlas start at the casua way he used magic. All the
magicians shed ever seen tended to useit sparingly.

Watching the heder, Ridlawondered why the thought of hisanger didn't make her afraid the way other
men did. If any other man, even Lageth, had growled at her the way Tris had, she would have been
brigtling with defensiveness, despite knowing he was only teasing. Why wasit that when thistota stranger
glared at her, shelaughed?

Experimentally shelifted her shields and stretched out the fingers of her talent. Sheld already discovered
she couldn't read him outright, but maybe she could learn something if she were focused on him. She
reached out and touched—then drew back startled.

She had felt him before. He was the fascinating presence that she'd sensed when she woke up in the
heder's cottage. The being so different that she hadn't even redized he was human.

"Your move" hesad.

She closed her tdent off again, reluctantly. Almost absently she moved a piece and went back to her
thoughts. With Winterseine and the few other magiciansthat she'd tried to read, she'd been ableto
discern no more than their presence unless she was touching them. She'd concluded that the discipline
required to control magic gave magiciansinvoluntary shields againg her talent. She wondered why Tris
was different.

"Your move." Therewas ahint of satisfaction in histone that caused her to turn her attention back to the
game.

The last move she'd made had undone the strategy she had been working on for the past severa hours.
Any move that she made would leave her dragon for Tristo stedl, and if she didn't move (also an option),
he could steal her dragon anyway.

"Give up?' he asked, alittle more eagerly than he should have, and she closed her mouth and returned
her attention to the board.

"Not yet," she answered. There was something that she was missing; she stared intently at the board.
There was nothing she could do to protect her dragon, but maybe there was something that she could do
to get his. With atriumphant smile she took her rat and moved it to the same space that was occupied by
hisdragon. "Theft!" she daimed triumphantly.

"Thief," he acknowledged with a betrayed |ook at the board. He gathered the pieces and put them in the
drawer of the little table with the same manner that amother would use to put her children to bed. By the
time he wasfinished, he had abroad smile on hisface. "That'sthe first good game I've had since | came
here. Rematch tomorrow. Now, you get some deep.”

She did down the bed and pulled up the covers, and Triswaved a the lamps. Compliantly, the small
flames extinguished themsalves

"If you need anything, just ask," said the healer. "I'll be on the other side of the door. Good dreams.”



"Andtoyou," Ridlareplied with ayawn.

The next morning the dressing on Riadlasleg still smelled like rotten onions, o Trisreplaced the old
leaves with fresh ones and covered her thigh with anew bandage. When he wasfinished, he brought in
two bowls of thick porridge and chatted lightly while they ate breskfast; then heleft to go collect some
herbs he needed.

Ridlawaited until he was gone before experimenting with her newly recovered empathy. If shewere
going to useit to rescue L aeth, she needed to know how well it was working.

Releasing her shielding made her fed exposed. She shifted uncomfortably and pulled the bedcovers up
under her chin, asif physical covering would make up for her lack of menta protection; but she didn't
reestablish her barriers.

By the time she fdlt the hedler near the cottage, she was swesting and exhausted—but she knew that she
was almost as strong as she had been before Winterseine captured her. If she couldn't work as
effortlesdy, at least her shields were stronger.

When Tris came into the room to check on her, he frowned and felt her forehead. "How do you fed ?'
Ridlashrugged carefully; the work that she'd been doing gave her anasty headache. "Not too rough.”
Trisgrunted in acknowledgment and then said, "L unch firg, then anap.”

Ridlafdl adeep before he got back with lunch.

Ridlaopened her eyes sometime later to find the oil lamps on and Tris muttering at the game board,
goparently playing agame of Dragon againg himself.

She watched for awhile and then said, "Black wins. If you move the black sparrow to the left three
spaces, then the black stag can take the white dragon in two moves.”

Tristilted his head at the board, then got up from his stool. He moved around the table to stand by the
bed and look from Ridlas point of view. He rubbed his beard and danted an assessing glance at Ridla
over hisshoulder.

He began to reorganize the board for afresh game. "Are you ready for arematch?' he asked.
Ridlagifted him with alazy smile and sat up. "Reedy to lose again?'

He raised an eyebrow, and with laughing eyes he bared histeeth at her and made hisfirst move. "Enjoy
yoursdlf now, sweetheart. Youwon't fed likeit later."

Theroomwasslent and al but humming with intensity—Triswas as competitive asRidla After twelve
moves Tris had it won. He sat back and relaxed while Ridlastared furioudy at the board, looking for a
way out.

"Tdl me about Laeth," asked Triswhile hewaited for Rialato move.

Ridlalooked at him warily. But after another glance at the board, she decided that he wasn't trying to
digtract her. With ashrug, she moved one of her mushrooms and killed hisrat, knocking the piece lightly
off the board as she set the mushroom iniits place. "What do you want to know?"

Trismoved afrog and said, "It takes an unusua Darranian to make a successful mercenary.”



Ridlafrowned at the game, till unwilling to concede. She poisoned hisfrog with her other mushroom
before she spoke. "Laethis... | suppose 'unusud’ works aswel as anything else. Hes agenuinely nice
person who takes grest pleasure in shocking people, especidly people he doesn't like.

"He's adecent fighter in practice, and | understand that he's better when the fighting is rea—I stay out of
theredl battles. I'm ahorsetrainer, not asoldier... or aspy either, for that matter." Rialapaused to think,
and then smiled. "He'sdso adiabalicaly clever practicd joker." She shrugged, uncertain how to
proceed.

Trishad waited for her to finish talking before he moved an owl to eat the mushroom that had killed his
frog. Without looking up as he took her piece off the board, he said, "I takeit that you are friends aswell
asassociates.”

Ridlagave him akeen glance and asked, "Why are you so interested in Lagth?”

Again aheavy, mobile eyebrow crept up toward Triss hairline. "1 only met him twice. Both timeswere
under lessthan ided circumstances. If I'm going to help you get him out of Westhold, asit looks like well
haveto, I'd like to make sure that I'm risking my skin for someone other than the arrogant aristocrat that |
met when Karsten was poisoned. So, how well do you know him? Ishealover, afriend, an
acquaintance..."

"He'safriend, agood one," Riallaanswered. She looked back at the board, and missed the subtle
relaxation of the heder's shoulders that would havetold her that her answer was far more important to
him than held indicated. "He wouldn't make a good lover—he'stoo much in love with Marri."

"Kargen'swife?"

Ridlashifted her wolf an extra square since Triswasn't paying atention to what she was doing. She
nodded her head in response to his question and then explained, "Not that hed do anything about it. He
wasin love with her before she was betrothed to Karsten. When he found out that she wasto marry his
brother, Laeth left Darran and turned up in Sianim. Marri cameto Laeth's room to warn him that
someone was trying to blame him for the attempted poisoning.”

Trisnodded, took Rialaswolf off the board and replaced it with hisfox. Rialla objected hotly to the
implicit accusation that she would try and take advantage of hisinattention and move extra spaces, a
practice that waslega only if your opponent didn't notice what you'd done.

Triscrossed hisarms and held his position. Pouting, Riadlakilled hisfox with her remaining mushroom.
Therest of the game was mercifully short; Ridladidn't enjoy losing.

Ridlaawoke sometimein the middle of the night to the sound of violent pounding on the cottage door.
She sat up and waited, unable to leave the bed.

She heard awoman's voice. The words didn't penetrate the door, but the tone was frantic. It was
answered by alower rumble that she assumed was Triss. A moment later the healer entered the room,
followed closdly by the small, cloaked figure of the Lady of the Hold.

Thistime Trislit the room more conventiondly, by lighting acandlewith flint and sted and using it to
kindlethelamps.

Marri took off her cloak and looked around for somewhereto st it. Finally she smply dropped it to the
floor. She looked as though she hadn't dept for several days. Her complexion was gray, and dark circles
surrounded her eyes.



"Ridla" Marri said, her voice hoarsely urgent. "Laeth told methat | should cometo you if | needed
assistance. | don't know who you redlly are, or what you are doing with Laeth, but | need..." She
sammered alittle. "He needs help, and | don't have anyone else to go to. Lord Jarroh wants revenge,
and he's convinced that Laeth killed my husband.”

Rialanodded and patted the side of her bed. "Sit down," she said briskly. Marri perched on the edge, as
far from Ridlaas she could.

Trispulled up his stool and tried to gppear innocuous.

"It doesn't sound like Lagth had much of achanceto tell you anything.” commented Ridla "Lagthisa
good friend of mineg'—shelooked pointedly at the distance that Marri had | eft between them—"nothing
more. We were sent from Sianim to prevent the murder of his brother. Y ou can judge our successfor
yourself." Rialashrugged and ran aweary hand through her hair. "I hope I'm more successful at
preventing Lagth's hanging."

"They're not going to hang him; they're going to draw and quarter him," said Marri inasmal, shaky
voice, "tomorrow morning.”

"What?' exclamed Ridla, throwing her blankets back and jumping to her feet. Triss hand wasthereto
catch her when her leg failed. "Whatever happened to a'fair and deliberate trial'?!

"Lord Jarroh has declared that there isn't any doubt of hisguilt. Lord Winterseine will swear he saw
Laeth stab my husband,” shereplied, shrugging hopelessly. "So | cameto you.”

"Scorchit,” said Ridlain frugration, "how in the name of Temrisam | going to be ableto help him with
thisplaguing leg?"

Tris abandoned his mild demeanor and pushed Riadlaback down on the bed, saying, " Stay there. Now,
miss." heturned to look at Marri, "can | trust you to keep your tongue to yoursalf?

Marri nodded mutely.
"Well enough, | suppose,” Trissaid, turning to Ridla.

He reached down, pulled his knife and diced the fresh bandage off her leg. The leaves smelled as bad as
thelast set he'd removed. The healer's face was grim as he pedled the dressing away.

"I can hedl your leg enough that you can walk on it, but you're chancing your life. If that poison isn't out of
your system, it could still kill you," he said.

"If itsmy timeto die, thisisagood night for it. Better that than it idlewhile Lagth iskilled,” replied Ridla
briskly.

"Your choice, lady," acknowledged the hedler in formal tones, asif thiswerearitua of somekind.

He placed hishands over her leg and closed hiseyes. Ridlasleg tingled and went numb, so she could no
longer fed the touch of his skin againgt hers. Her heart rate picked up until her pulse raced asif shewere
running in terror and she gasped for bregath.

His hands glowed orange in the shadows of the night, asif lit by someinner fire. She could hear Marri's
gasp but wastoo distracted to take notice. If he could hedl her likethis, Triswas definitely not acommon
magician; everyone knew heding was difficult for wizards.



Trispulled his hands away, leaving only a half-hedled scar on Ridlasleg, saying, "That'sthe best | can do
and till leave you enough energy to get out of bed.”

Experimentally, Ridlagot up and flexed her kneesto put some strain on her thigh muscles. Theleg hurt,
but it held under her weight. She flashed aquick smileat Trisand turned to Marri. "What do you know
about the tower? How isit set up? How many guards are there, and where are they?”"

Marri looked for aminute at Ridlasleg; the angry red scar wasinvisible behind the tunic that hung to her
caves. "Laethisbeing held in the top of the tower." She closed her eyes, asif it would help her envision
the tower more clearly. "There are four floors on the tower. Thelowest level isunderground and contains
only weapons and suppliesthat are not being used. Thereisusualy aguard a the sairsthat lead down to
the weapons room. Besides him on the main floor there are two or three others. The next floor upis
where they question the prisoners. They don't dways station a guard there, but with a prisoner in the
tower there are sureto be severa "

Trisgrunted and turned to Rialla. "If | get Laeth out of the tower and back here, can you get your
horses? Y ou'll need them to get away."

"What do you mean, 'If | get Lagth out™? Y ou aren't planning to do thisall yoursdlf, | hope. Laeth and |
can buy horses here, or at the next village. I'll comewith you," stated Ridla

The hedler shook his head. "It will be easer for meto get Laeth out by myself. That healing hastired you
more than you apparently yet redize. If Laeth and | have to run ahead of the chase, you won't have the
gaminato makeit.

"The horses are necessary,” he continued. "There are none to sparein the village. Even if there were,
Lord Jarroh is not the most reasonable of men and likely would hold the owners responsible even if you
ged the beadts. If you try to make it on foot to Riverfdl, which isthe closest village, the guards will
overtake you before you have traveled half aleague. The horses are probably going to be more difficult
to get out than Laeth is—at least he can climb over thewall.”

Ridlafrowned a him. "Why are you doing this?'

The hedler gave her an enigmatic smile and replied, "'If you wish to, you can ascribeit to ahearty didike
of both Lord Jarroh and Lord Winterseine. Given a chance to annoy either or both, I'll take alittle danger

in exchange."
Ridlahad thefeding that it was the best answer she was going to get.

"What can | do?' Marri asked.

"Just what you have done," replied Tris. "If someone sees you out and about tonight, you'll be held
responsible for Lagth's escape. That isacrime that holds the death penalty aswell, even for nobility. If
you would like, you can wait here and see him off, then I'll get you back in with no one the wiser."

She looked mutinous but findly nodded her head. Rialla suspected that it was the knowledge that she
would be more of aliability than an asset and not any idess of salf-preservation that made Marri agree.

"Do you have any weapons here?' Ridlaasked. "The only thing that | brought with me from Sanim was
aknife, and that isin Laeth'sroomsin the hold.”

"Anything my lady desires," he answered grandly as he waked to the flatboard wall.

Hetouched it gently, and a section moved in just far enough that he could dideit on hidden tracks behind



therest of thewadll, revedling asmall closet. A packing trunk occupied most of the floor, but the rest of
the closet was dedicated to weaponry, most of it projectile weapons.

Ridlashot Trisalook under her eyebrows. "It looks like a poacher's dream come true. | dways thought
healerswere law-abiding citizens."

He shrugged. "I haven't dways been a heder. Poaching has become afavored hobby of late. Most of
thisisusdessfor combat, but there should be aknife or two and | think that there might even bea
sword."

There was asword, heavier than Rialawas used to wielding, but it would work. She had to borrow one
of Trissbelts so she could wear the sword sheathed. She struggled with the braided lesther before finally
wrapping it twice around her waist. The sheath was too high for an easy draw, but she couldn't afford to

be too particular.

She also borrowed a dark-colored tunic and trousers since her dave's garb was too light-colored to
skulk around in effectively. Although everything wastoo big, afew lengths of ropetied here and there, as
well as Triss belt, made the outfit workable.

Tristook awicked-looking staff, astall as he and studded at both ends with meta points, and pulled the
door back into place. Even knowing that it was there, Riadla couldn't detect any sign of the door onceit
was closed.

Ridlafollowed Tris out the door, leaving Marri donein the bedroom.

The workshop was as busy as the bedroom was spartan. Large windows were cut into the three outer
walls, letting in the dim light of the waning moon. All of thewall space not devoted to windows was
covered with shelves of various Sizes, which were in turn stacked with nestly labeled clay and wooden
containers. So many bundles of plants hung from the ceiling that it looked like ajungle, and Trishad to
bend his head to avoid theflora

Once out the door, Tris motioned her behind the cottage where the woods began.
"Theres apath to the hold through here," he explained shortly.

Ridla concentrated on her footing until they reached the better surface of the path. "How are you going to
get Laeth out?

"Subtlety and abit of magic,” he replied. "Have you thought about the horses?"
Ridlanodded. "I'll get them out through the herdd's gate.”

"Without aerting the guards?' he asked.

Shesmiled a him. "Y ou do your part, let me worry about mine."

They quit speaking then. Ridlawished she had taken the time to find where their horseswerein the
stables, but she'd been too intent on maintaining the appearance of adave.

They reached thewall of the hold before she was ready. It loomed high over their heads, more of
Karsten'simprovements. Rialaran her hands over the freshly cut pale blocks of stone, fingering the
edges. The wall was meant to keep back armies, but it was unfinished. Small gaps between the stones
made thewall as easy to climb asaladder. Rialaraised her hands and got afirm grip in preparation to
dimb.



"Wait," said Trisin asoft voice that wouldn't carry to anyone who happened to be on the other side of
thewall. "Y our red hair makes you too identifiable. Stay amoment, and I'll take care of it."

She released her hold on the wall and took a step nearer to the heder. He touched her hair lightly and
closed his eyes. When he opened them, helooked closdly at her and then nodded. Riala pulled astrand
of her hair to where she could see it, then et the dark-colored manefall back to her shoulder.

"llluson,” hesad. "Simple, but it will hold for the night.”

Ridlanodded, and began again to climb; Tris chose another section of wall and did the same. On top
Ridlanoted that the catwalks that were meant to run the entire length of thewall hadn't yet been built
here—making the descent asimple climb down the inner side of the wall.

Once on the ground they were much safer. Although it was till too early in the morning for much activity,
it would be easy enough to come up with areason for legitimate occupants of the castle to be wandering
around in the darkness.

"I'll get the horses and meet you at your home," suggested Rialasoftly.

Trisnodded, and replied in avoice as quiet as hers, "That isas good a place as any. If I'm not back
before dawn, take the woman and go to Sianim. Luck be with you, dancer." He turned toward the
tower.

"And with you"—she wasn't sure why she added the next word—"shapechanger.”

He stopped in histracks, spinning to look at her. For an instant she saw a glimpse of something... wilder
inhisface. But it was only for an instant, and then he was scowling at her with laughing eyes. ™Y ou know
so much of shapechangers you can name me so on such short acquaintance?”

Ridlashrugged and said easily, "The woman who taught me how to play Stedl the Dragon isrumored to
be a shapechanger. She cdlsit Taefil Ma Deogh." Ridlaknew that she couldn't twist her tongue around
the syllables so that they sounded correctly, but she thought that Triswould get the point. " She's never
said that she was a shapeshifter, but she's never denied it either. 1've also been around human mageslong
enough to know that healing is not something that human magic workswel on."

"I am not ahuman wizard," he acknowledged. "Nor am | a shapechanger, though my people are distant
kin. Taefil Ma Deogh isavery old game, and well known amongst us.”

"What are you then?" she asked.

Again he shook his head. "Nothing that you would know. We have been too few for too long. If welive
through this night, perhaps I'll tell you about my people.”

Ridlaturned on her hed and began stalking in the genera direction of the stables, murmuring to herslf,
"If that man makes one more cryptic remark, he may not livethrough thisnight."

She decided she would look more suspicious if shetried to sneak around, so she strode boldly past the
makeshift pens that had been erected to house the animals of the lesser nobles. There was a pair of
guards making their rounds, but they paid her little heed.

By the time she reached the main stable, she was perspiring from fear and vowing never to do anything
other than train horses again. Before she entered, she drew a deep bregth.

Horses were empathic themselves. If she waked in fedling fear, it was bound to cause an uproar ina



stable full of warhorses. Riala closed her eyes and drew in adeep breath of horse- and hay-scented air,
trying to pretend shewasin one of the barnsat Sianim.

Ridlaknew the generd layout of the stablesfrom her earlier vist. There were sals dong both outer walls
and small loose pensin the center. The tack was set in the middle of the aide between the stalls and the
pens, far enough away from either that the horses couldn't nibble at the sweat-salted leather. Ridla
suspected the pens were where sheld find their horses, since generdly the stdls would be assigned to the
hold animals.

The stable was dark inside, and Riadlawaited just inside the door, hoping her eyeswould adjust to the
darkness. A few of the horses nearest to her began shifting as they noticed her unfamiliar presence.
Carefully she extended her empathic touch to them, reassuring them that she meant them no harm.

When her vision had gotten as adjusted asit was going to, Riala stepped forward cautioudy until she
rested her hand on the top bar of theinner pen. The horses were only darker shadowsin the night. Ridla
counted on her empathy to help her find the right animas. Ridlahad hersef trained Laeth's gelding,
Stoutheart, though not the mare sheld ridden here. She could have taken the first horses she cameto, but
both of the Sianim animaswere conditioned and of high qudlity.

Most of the horsesignored her, resting comfortably in the clean straw bed. An aged gray mare walked
with Rialathe length of her pen, hoping for an apple. Ridlarubbed the mare's cheekbone where it itched
and slently apologized for coming without atreet.

Her horseswere in apen near the end of the barn. The mare stood in a three-footed doze, but Stoutheart
whickered softly in greeting. By touch Rialalocated saddles and bridles, then readied the horseswhile
they were dtill in their pen.

Leading the horses out quietly required Ridlato send out acongtant reassuring babbleto al of the horses
they passed, and she released asigh of rdlief when shefinally madeit out of the building.

Therewas only oneway to get horses out of the hold. The main entrance was kept shut and barred at
night, but on the other side of the gatehouse was the herad's gate. The gate was actualy anarrow tunnel
through the base of thewall, designed to dlow the passage of messengers when the main gates were
closed. Heavy metd doors, locked and barred, were set into the wall at either end of the tunnel.

Ridlawas able to lead the horses unseen along the wall, due more to luck than any skill on her part.
When they neared the gatehouse, Ridla extended her senses and found each of the guards on duty there
and on the nearby wall. If they had been aert and ready for trouble, she would have had to find another
way; but they were bored and drowsy. It only took a nudge to send them over into a sound deep.

She yawned hersdf before leaving the horses waiting while she searched the guards until she found a
largering of keys.

Ridlaopened thefirst door and continued through the tunnel to open the outside door aswell; it would
be easier to convince the horses to enter the tunnel if they could see the light on the other side. Asshe
stepped into the tunnel, she noticed that the floor was covered with ameta grating suspended over the
ground by apair of heavy wooden beams. Getting the horses across it was going to be quite afeat of
persuasion—and loud in the bargain.

The mare put her front feet into the opening, but backed up quickly at the strange sound of her
metal-shod hooves on the grating. The whites of her eyes gleamed in the darkness and her earswere
flattened with displeasure. Even with Ridlas gift, the mare wouldn't budge.



Sending soothing thoughts, Riallabacked the mare away and tied her reins high on her neck so that she
wouldn't trip on them. Though the mare wasn't trained for averba command to Say, asthe gelding was,
her instincts would keep her near the other horse.

Ridlahad tried the mare first because she was smaler. Even throwing the stirrups across the back of the
saddle to reduce the gelding's width, she was afraid that the bigger horse's barrel was going to rub the
gdesof thetunnd al of the way through.

When Ridlaled Stoutheart to the mouth of the tunnel, he dropped his nose and blew a puff of air at the
strange floor. Using her empathy and soft coaxing sounds to encourage him, she took a step back,
tugging once on the rein and then relaxing the pressure.

The gdlding put afoot tentatively on the metd floor, flattening his ears a the odd sound aswell asthe
dight flexing of the grate. But Rialahad trained him, and he trusted her to know what would hurt him and
what was safe. Deciding that the floor was going to hold hisweight, he followed her dmost placidly.
When he reached the far side, he found asmall patch of grass and began to edt.

She commanded him to stay, and started back to the tunnel. Before she reached the opening, the mare
bolted through, clanking and snorting, anxiousto rejoin her companion.

The open door was sure to send searchers out as soon as the guards woke up enough to noticeit. If she
closed it and got out over the wall, it could be dawn before anyone realized that L aeth was gone. There
waswork currently being done on thewall here aswell, and the scaffolding on the outside would offer an
easy enough method for exiting the hold.

Ridladipped back through the tunnel, locking the doors behind her. She tucked the key ring back into
the guard's pocket and started over the wall.

Unlike the part of the wall that she'd crossed to get into the hold, here there was anewly built, though
obvioudy temporary, catwak. The guard who dept on the newly constructed stone stairway shifted
uneasly as Ridla started up the stairs. He was a veteran, and not one to deep on duty no matter how
tedious. She turned back to the base of the stairs and reinforced her suggestion to give her timeto get
over the wall before he woke up.

Just as she lowered her protective barriers to project deep onto the guards again, someone nearby died
in an unpleasant, terrifying manner. Ridlatried to shut it out, but was unable to stop before shed
projected what sheld felt. She heard the guards cry out with their comrade's death throes. So much for
escaping unnoticed.

Shewould have sworn if there had been timefor it.

Thefirst guard who saw her and attacked was inexperienced, and dowed her only minimaly as she
staggered for the stairway, and left him to wake up with aheadache in the morning.

Before she could gain the stairway, where the veteran soldier waited patiently, two more guards came
out of the gatehouse. They moved gpart to flank her, one quickly climbing thefirst few gairsto gainthe
advantage of height. Sheran directly at the one on the stairs, then quickly changed direction, ducking
under the stroke the other guard had intended for her back.

Failing to find the anticipated target for his sword, he lurched forward, trying desperately to regain his
balance. Using aneat backhand, Rialahit him on the head with the pomme of her sword and flashed a
bright smile as she turned to face the second guard, still tanding on thethird sair.



He had obvioudy expected an easy victory and stood peering at the ill, silent shadow of his associate,
He quickly shifted his attention to Rialaand began to descend. Before he could close with her, she set
him on his backside by sweeping hisfeet out from under him with theflat of her blade. She didn't haveto
knock him out— he did it himsdf. Breathing harshly, Ridlaran up severa stepsto face the warrior who
waited for her there.

Thefirg three men had been inexperienced, and unaware of what they were facing. This man had
watched her take out his comrades and knew that she was Sianim-trained—it didn't take Rialalong to
discover that he wastoo.

Hewas good, but she was better, just not enough better that she could get behind him and knock him
unconscious. Severd times she could have wounded him fatally, but she couldn't force hersdlf to take the
opening and end it. Not because she was overly squeamish, but because she remembered what it felt like
to kill aman when her empathy was bardly functiond. She had no intention of killing when her gift was
working well.

If shekilled this one, there was afair probability that the act would kill her too. She already had a
thundering headache thanks to the three prone forms strewn behind her.

The guard knew aswell as she did that she was the better swordsman, and she could fedl him thinking of
the fate that would fdl to hisfamily if hedied. Hisyoung wife had just given birth to their firgt child. The
widow of aguardsman would have no oneto carefor her, and he worried.

She might be the better swordsman, but he was stronger than she was and she was beginning to fed a
deep weariness—perhaps the effect of Triss healing, as he had warned. If she did not finish thisfight
soon, she might not winit.

Her face grim with concentration, she began to force the guard backward up the stairs. While she fought,
she reached out lightly and touched the presence that she knew to be Tris—later she would wonder why
shefound him easier than Laeth.

Swest trickled down her neck, and she worried that she wouldn't have the staminato do what she was
going to try. The guard reached the top step, and stumbled when he reached for ahigher step that wasn't
there.

He caught himself quickly, but his ssumbling gave Rialaachance to press home her advantage, until both
of them were on the battlement. The wooden boards of the walk creaked underfoot. If they fought too
long, someone would look over and see them.

Shewaited anxioudy for Tristo leave the hold, aware that her thigh was beginning to show definite igns
of weakening. Her sword arm ached with the force of the guard's blows. He was starting to believe that
he might face another day, though he was puzzled that she hadn't finished him when he sumbled over the
nonexistent step.

The wall was crendated to alow archersto fire through the low sections and dodge back behind the
higher merlon. Though the top of the wall waswedll over Ridlas heed, the crenelswere only hip high.
When she knew that Tris, hopefully towing Lagth behind him, was safely out of the castle, shefeinted.
The guard drew back, giving her the room she needed to jump onto the crenel wall and, in astep, over
the other Sde, landing some distance below, on the danted platform of the scaffolding.

Shedid and stumbled to the ground and called Stoutheart to her by focusing her gift. Only when shewas
mounted and heading for the cover of the woods did shelook to seeiif the guardsman had followed her
legp. Seeing no one, she assumed that he had realized that his heavy mail shirt would hamper hisleap,



and had retreated to sound awarning.

The clear tones of the darm bdls followed her into the woods.

CHAPTER FIVE

After Ridlaleft for the stables, Tris made hisway carefully through the courtyard, taking advantage of
each bit of cover asif he were staking gamein theforest. He was too well known at Westhold to strike
out boldly as Rialahad, but stealth was second nature to him, and his progress was only minimally
dower than hers. He was amused to discover that he was enjoying the chalenge of this adventure as
much asaboy hdf hisage.

Thetallest structure at Westhold, the tower stood midway between the hold wall and the keep,
overshadowing the squat structure of the nearby guardhouse. It was half again as high asthe great wall.
Although the tower was older than any other structure in the keep, having been part of the main building
of the original fortress, the ancient stones still rested squarely where they had been placed.

He was crouched in the shadow of the guardhouse when the sound of men's voices caused Tristo freeze
where he was. He kept his breathing shallow and his body till againgt the rough-finished wooden wdl as
three guardsmen passed close to him. Too closefor Tris, who wrinkled hisnose at the sour smell. He
waited until they were safely ingde their living quarters before he moved from the darkness and crossed
the short open areathat separated the tower from the guardhouse.

There was no door into the tower, only awide opening onto the main floor. One guard stood just inside
the door, staring at the night. He was a young man, with the nervous air of agreen recruit. His hand
rested on the wooden hilt of his sword, clasping and unclasping dowly.

Triscdled to hismagic, humming under his bresth to lend power to his summons. When the magic came,
he pulled it around him in acurtain of silence and shadows. He dipped cautioudy between the guard and
the edge of the aperture.

Theinner room of the tower was cramped and bare; the high cellings made it appear dmost empty. It
waslit by anumber of dow-burning torchesthat sent shadows dancing against the gray sonewalls.

In the center of the room was acircular stone pillar with another doorless entrance, through which Tris
could see anarrow, winding stair reaching upward. Just past the centrd stairway, aman, obvioudy more
experienced than hisfellow guardsman, sat on thefloor, leaning against the banister of adescending
daircase. Patiently he ran astonein smal circles agains the edge of aknife blade.

Trisfollowed the wal, moving dowly to put the stone of the wide pillar between himsdf and the older
guard. He froze motionless when the man looked up and stared directly a him, someingtinct derting him
that the atmosphere of the room had changed.

"Nar!" caled the younger guard. " There's something outside.”

The veteran Sghed, laying aside his honing sone. Herolled lightly to hisfeet and walked without hurry to
the younger man's post. Tristook advantage of the guard's distraction to sprint across the room and into
the safety of the enclosure that housed the centra dtair.

The surface of the staircase was worn unevenly, and he was glad of his soft-bottomed shoes that allowed
him to fedl hisway. The twisted stone steps and the enclosing stone walls made Tris, who preferred
wood to stone and open air to either, fed uneasily confined.



Asthe cellingswere high, it took two revolutions of the stairs before another doorless aperture opened
into the second floor. From what Tris could see of it, the dimly lit chamber seemed to be a duplicate of
the one below. Faint light entered the room from window dits near the ceiling, but most of the light
seemed to be coming fromasmal ail lamp.

A guard sat at his ease on abench placed near the outer wall. He was carving asmall piece of wood by
thelamplight. Thelamp itsalf sat on the arm of achair equipped with thick legther strgps. The room was
littered with devices of various sorts needed for "persuasion.”

Tris continued up the gairs, which narrowed until there was less than a hand span between Triss
shoulders and the stonewall. Thelast light from the rooms below faded until even Triss acute night vision
ceased to be of service and he climbed by fed aone.

The stairway ended with atrapdoor set into the wooden floor of the upper level, which Tris discovered
by damming hishead into it. His spell was sufficient to absorb the noise, but it didn't help the knot on his
head. He felt around the edges of the door with his hands until he found the smple wooden latch and
released it, catching the door beforeit hit his head asecond time.

Climbing the last few dtairs, Trisarrived in avery smdl circular room. He stepped onto the floor and
pulled the trapdoor shut behind him. There was alatch on the upper side aswell, though this one was
made so astrong pull from below would break it.

Satisfied that the door was securely closed, Tris divested himself of both shadows and silence and called
amagelight to dlow himto see.

Four oaken doors, heavily barred and framed with iron, stood at regular intervalsin thewall of the room.
He opened his mouth to call out, but shut it before a sound escaped.

There was no reason to assume that Laeth was the only one imprisoned in the tower. The less noise that
he made finding the Darranian the better off they would be.

Trismoved to thefirst door and set his forehead against the wood. Stone was cold and dead to him, but
wood was like an old friend. When he asked, the oak gave up its secretsto him, alowing him to descry
what lay hidden behind the door.

The first room was empty, and Tris moved on to the next. As he lifted his hand, the magic in the cool
meta reached out to him. A human mage had ensorcelled the locks; no green mage could have done
such athing withiiron.

The magic was so foreign to Tristhat he couldn't even discern its nature. He could tell that the magician
hadn't tainted the oak with his spell. Laying hisforehead againgt the old wood, he "looked" insde.

If it wasn't Laeth, it was someone of his height and weight wearing the clothes of anoble. Hewas
shackled hand and foot. He must have put up quite afight, judging from the care someone had taken that
he not be able to move more than afinger.

Tris placed his open hand on the door and sang softly in his own language. With a soft, Sghing sound, as
if it were very tired, thewood disintegrated into a pile of sawdugt, leaving both the lock and the metal
structure that had framed the door intact.

L aeth looked up at the light too quickly, and had to duck his head into his shoulder to wipe hiseyesfree
of thelight-induced tears.

For all that L aeth was a usd ess Darranian noble chained hand and foot, he was still atrained warrior.



Tris hed dedlt with enough predatorsin hislife to know that they were at their most defensive when they
were trapped. It would, he decided, be wise to wait until Lagth knew that he was afriend before
attempting to remove the bindings.

L aeth opened his eyes cautioudy, took in the missing door and the magelight hovering behind, and came
to the wrong conclusion.

"I'm surprised that even the Spymaster of Sianim found out about my imprisonment so quickly,” said
Laeth in asoft voice that wouldn't carry far.

"Asfar as| know, hedidnt," replied Trisas quietly, pulling the hovering light source around until Laeth
could seehim clearly.

The Darranian's eyes widened as he redlized, for the first time, who had come to his rescue. Before he
could say anything, there was aloud crashing noise from the floors below.

Trisfroze, noticing that Laeth held himsdf siill aswell. They waited, but no further sound reached them.

Finaly Tris stepped over the sawdust and into the cell, his magdight following closdly. He propped his
staff againgt a convenient wall and crouched beside the battered Darranian to examine the chains more
closdly.

Aswas usud for such objects, they were made of low-gradeiron. Iron and itsrefined cousin were
exceedingly resistant to natural magic. Given enough time, the healer might have been able to destroy
them with his magic, but time was a scarce resource.

Trispulled aring of keys out of his belt pouch and found one that worked on the wrist cuffs.

One night, not long after Tris had come to Tallonwood, aman had knocked on his door in the middle of
the night, obvioudy suffering from a severe begting. He stayed with Trisfor two days before leaving as
suddenly as he had come. Trisfound the set of keys on hisworktable the morning after the man left, set
out obvioudy as a payment. When the word came that a notorious thief had escaped hisimprisonment at
Westhold, Tris had not been surprised.

The st of skeleton keys had proven to be useful severd times since then, and he carried them with him
more often than not.

The shackles had been overly tight, restricting the circulation to Laeth's hands and feet. While Lagth
worked at returning the feding to hislimbs, Trislooked him over carefully. There were afew abrasons
and bruises, especidly where the rough metal had cut into hiswrists and ankles, but theworst of it
seemed to be the swelling.

Trisreached for Lagth's hands. Instead of rubbing them, as Laeth had been attempting to do, he held
them gently and began to heal the abused tissue.

The Darranian jerked his hands back and stared at them—jprobably, thought Tris with some amusement,
because he'd never seen them glow before.

"What..." Laeth vishly caught himsdf. Thelesstaking thet they did the better; there would be time for
that later, if they made it through the night dive. The Darranian gave Trisafrustrated look, then held out
hishands again.

Trisworked on Laeth's hands and feet. The healing wasn't as complete asit could have been; Laeth was
il having problems moving with any ease. Bruises and stiffness were difficult, and they had dready



taken too long.

By levering ashoulder under Lagth'sarm, Tris managed to get the Darranian through the doorway. He
balanced Laeth against the wall, went back for his staff and then touched the sawdust with afinger, and
concentrated.

Sowly, the dust shimmered yellow and restructured itslf. Like aliving cresture, it dithered up theiron
frame that had reinforced the wooden edges, until a saffron curtain hung where the door had been. There
was asnap, asif someone clicked hisfingers, and the oak door stood as solid as ever. If aguard came
up to look, he would have to open the door to notice that Lagth was gone.

Tris dismissed the magelight and opened the trapdoor again. The tower was quiet below them.

The hedler had to help Laeth down the first few steps. Between the heavy staff and the heavier
Darranian, negotiating the narrow, dark stairway was awkward work. As soon as the noble seemed
steadier, Trispushed in front.

After they had descended six stairs, Tris gestured for Laeth to wait, and continued down aone. He
intended to dedl with the guard on the second story himself, leaving only the two on the bottom. Ashe
stepped carefully down the stairs, he noticed that the room was different.

The ail lamp was no longer burning. Faint moonlight from the three windows high in the side of the tower
alowed Trisaclear view of the empty bench where the guard had been. The rest of theroomwaslogt in
darkness.

He had hoped that he could take on the guards separately and minimize the risk of an outcry, but the
guard who had been here had left. He would have to get L aeth and—

He had taken a step back toward the stairs when something caught his attention.

Heheld very ill, listening for the faint noise that ingtinct told him would come. Something bumped into a
piece of furniture, pushing it ashort distance acrossthe floor. Tris dropped to alow crouch, hoping hed
escaped detection. His new position alowed him to see under the table and past it to the source of the
noisethat had first derted him.

A sguare of palelight from one of the windows illuminated a pair of rough boots—boots that moved
limply forward and back, scuffing the floor lightly. It had been this sound that hed heard firgt.

A smdl gust of wind from the window brought with it the peculiar rotting smell of the swamp and the
sweet smdll of fresh blood. It appeared that another swamp creature was loose in Westhold: someone
wanted to make sure that Laeth didn't miss his appointment with degth.

Bdanced in aknedling position, with eyes ditted so they wouldn't glisten in thefaint light, Triswaited. The
guard's body shifted suddenly acrossthe floor asthekiller changed its hold, and the hedler got aclear
view of what he faced.

Someone had told him once that many creatures of the swamp were things created by one of the old
human wizards—the ones who had very nearly destroyed the world with their uncontrolled use of magic.
The creature that suckled the neck of the dead man certainly had unnatural origins; Triscould sensea
wrongnessin her that anatura animal, be it ever so vicious, had never inspired.

From adistance she would appear to be a voluptuous naked woman. Tris was close enough to seethe
pointed ears, the flesh-colored gills on her neck, and that her long, silky hair grew from her back as much
as her head.



Theinch-long nails on her hands and bare feet were retractable, diding in and out as she ate. Her eyes
were closed as she concentrated on her medl.

Something around her neck was starting to glow purple; the light grew stronger even as Trisnoted it. It
was acollar of some sort, and she reached up to bat at it without taking her mouth from her prey.

Asthe glow intensified, she growled and hissed, jerking back from the body, abead of blood trickling
from the corner of her mouth like ateardrop. Shetore at the collar, but it held firm.

To Triss surreptitious examination, the collar reeked of human magic. If he had to guess, hewould have
bet gold that the collar contained some geas that forced her to find Lagth and kill him.

Sullenly sheleft the body and started toward the stairway, not noticing Trisfrozen motionlessonly a
length away. He would have let her go if it hadn't been for Laeth—weakened, unarmed, and waiting on
the sairs.

When she passed him, Trisroseto hisfeet and held his aff at ready in one hand. He would wait aslong
as he could before attacking. The more he knew about her, the better chance he would have.

Trissaw her tiffen as she caught sight of Laeth, seated on the sair and momentarily unaware of the
dramathat was taking place. She hissed. Tris couldn't see Lagth, but he heard the sounds of the
Darranian backing up the stairs quickly.

She made a soft barking sound that might have been alaugh before unleashing her magic. Thewordless
cal that she sang was potent enough that even outside the focus of her magic, the healer could fed the

pul.

AsLaeth sumbled down the stairs, she backed away before him, leading him into the room with the rest
of thisnight'smed. Shewasintent on her prey, and didn't notice the healer snking back into the shadows
on one side of her, aided by hisown magic.

L aeth took two steps forward, then stopped. He pulled his hands dowly to his ears. She increased the
intengity of the summoning, making the tones evocative of sex and need. Sweat beaded on the
Darranian's skin as he fought to stay where he was.

Enough, thought Tris, and struck at the side of her head with the metal-sirewn end of hisstaff. It wasa
blow that would have killed any human, and it knocked her across the room and into an assortment of
tables and implements whose purpose was ot to the dark. She returned to her feet in asilent, powerful
rush.

Remembering Laeth's earlier reaction, Tris closed his eyes momentarily and called a brilliant flash of
magelight, just long enough to blind her, and took two quick steps to one side. She hit the table next to
him, reducing it to kindling, and he swung again with his staff, connecting with her shoulder.

She seemed less hampered by the darkness than he was, so he recalled the magdlight at a bearable level.

Her fangs were impressive but thin and sharp, more suited to opening the neck of her prey than fighting.
Her eyeswere ditted, like acat's, telling Tris that she wasindeed more comfortable in the dark room
than shewould have been in thelight. HEd hurt her; one arm hung limply at her side and blood from her
head blinded her right eye.

The hard, dick floor bothered her; he could see her testing it warily with each step. He had just cometo
the conclusion that he held the advantage in thisfight, when she threw something a him with her good
hand.



Heraised his oak staff, and it caught the spell, absorbing most of it; the remainder flung him againgt a
wal.

The creature laughed, and she sounded like ayoung girl. She drew her hand back again, but stopped
mid-gesture. She looked surprised, and blood trickled out of her mouth. She coughed once before falling
face forward. Laeth stepped out of the shadows behind her, holding a bloodstained metd bar with a
sharp point. Tris assumed that it was something the guards used for torturing prisoners.

L aeth looked at the dead creature and said, "'l don't suppose that we have to worry about any more
guards”

Trisshook his head. "Not unless we've made enough noise to wake the men in the guardhouse. Wed
better get moving." Laeth nodded in agreement and followed, walking only alittle stiffly.

Onthefirg floor they found the bodies of the other two guardslying near the entrance. Tris stepped
around them and into the darkness, with Laeth behind him.

The hedler led Laeth to the outer wall of the keep, near the place where he and Rialahad entered. Lagth
climbed the wall dowly, but without incident. Triswaited until the Darranian had reached the top before
securing his gaff and following him up and over.

They had reached the protective cover of the forest when the dlarm bells began to sound. Laeth

hesitated, and Tris grabbed hisarm and pulled him deeper into the forest. Laeth waited for explanations
until they wereimmersed in the heart of the woods. Then he stopped and leaned against a convenient tree
torest.

"My thanks for your timely intervention, heaer,” he said, with awary look. "Y ou'll have to excuse me for
wondering why you did it."

Trisshrugged and made himsdlf & home on afdlenlog. "Do you believein prophecy?"
"What?' Laeth asked.
"l wasgiven ariddle... apath to follow that might lead to something necessary to me."

"Thisriddle requiresthat you risk your life for someonethat you have shown every sign of didiking? A
man, moreover, who isbeing held for killing the Lord of the Hold?" questioned Lagth increduloudly.

Trissmiled dyly. "Wdl, now, Laeth of Sianim,” the hedler said, "my actions tonight might reflect the fact
that your associate is the only person I've ever met who can beat me at Steal the Dragon.”

"Ridla?' Lagth'svoice was suddenly intent. "Whereis she? s she safe?"

Trisnodded. "She'sfine." He hesitated, and honesty compelled him to add, "I hope. She should meet us
at my cottage with your horses. Y our lady isthere aswell."

"Marri?' Therewasrdief and surprisein thelord'svoice.
"She cameto let Ridlaknow that they intended to draw and quarter you in the morning,” said Tris.

"Did shetell you that Lord Jarroh intends to prosecute her for conspiracy to commit murder? That sheis
supposed to be locked in her room? The stupid chit came to warn me of something that any idiot would
have noticed and someone saw her—as you've probably aready heard. Then she compounded the crime
by ingsting on seeing mein the tower.” Laeth shook his head in exasperation, but there was admiration in



histoneaswdll.

Trissmiled and shook his head, saying solemnly, "That'stoo bad then. Y ou'll haveto take her with you to
Sanim."

L aeth looked at the healer for aminute before donning areturn smile. "lsn't that too bad? Poor girl."
Straightening, Laeth sent an inquiring look at Tris. "Shouldn't we be going, in case someone inditutesa
door-to-door search of the village? | seem to recdll that isthe first procedure the hold follows after a

felon has escaped.”

"They'll wait until dawn; it'stoo easy to miss someone hiding in the night,” said Tris, getting to hisfeet
anyway. "l imagine shesworrying hersdf into afrenzy, though. Shal we go and rdlieve her anxiety?!

When the two men reached Triss cottage, there was no sign of life, except the hedler's gelding dozing
quietly initspen.

Cautioudy Tris opened the door and dipped in, followed by Laeth. The dim light of the waning moon
caught L aeth's bruised face.

A gasp wasthe only warning Laeth had before a shape launched itsdf over the counter and hit him with
enough force to make him stagger back. Some part of him must have recogni zed the voice because he
grabbed her and spun sdeways, deflecting Triss staff with his shoulder.

"Ouch, plagueit! | thought that wizards were supposed to be able to seein the dark. It'sonly Marri."

When Laeth was sure that no additional blows were forthcoming, he turned on the lady. "By the Lord of
Degth and dl hisminions, Marri! Don't you know better than to throw yoursalf on someone without
identifying yoursdf first? If the hedler's staff had fdlen whereit was aimed, it would have knocked the few
brainsthat you have out on thefloor; asitis, | think that he broke my shoulder blade."

His anger would have been more believableif it hadn't been for the fact that he held her close throughout
thetirade, his hands gently smoothing the sobbing woman's hair. His voice softened remarkably. "It's all
right, my heart. Don't carry on so. I'm safe now and so are you." He looked up to say something to the
hedler, but Tris had tactfully and silently withdrawn to the back room.

With thedarmringing in her ears, Ridlatook the horsesto the high road, where the guards would be
sureto seether tracks. Riding Stoutheart and leading the mare, she kept them to a brisk trot they were
capable of maintaining for severd hours.

When the side road to Tallonwood appeared she trotted on past it, waiting for adirt road in the opposite
direction that would show her tracks well. She wanted no suspicion to fal on the heads of the hapless
villagersor their heder.

She dso didn't know what shape Laeth wasin. It was possible that he was unable to travel on hisown.
By mideading the guards, she might be ableto stedl sometimefor Tristo get Laeth to the cottage.

Just as sheturned off the road, she heard the thunder of amounted party that was rapidly decreasing the
distance she had won. Ridlatied the mare'sreins so there was no chance that they would cause the horse
to fal and |&ft her to follow without being led.

When Ridlaleaned forward and asked for afaster pace, the dun gelding responded by stretching its
neck flat and breaking into a hard gallop that the more heavily laden and lesser quality beasts of the
guardsmen would not be able to match for long. Though she wasn't aswell bred as Stoutheart, without
lead line or rider to hamper her, Ridlas mare had no trouble following.



When a hunting horn was sounded behind her, Ridlaknew that the guards had seen her. She made sure
that she stayed just within their eyesight, wanting them to chase her, rather than wandering through the
countryside, where they might chance upon Trisand Lagth.

Asthe guards mountstired, Rialladowed Stoutheart, giving her horses awell-deserved bregther. She
guided the gelding onto anarrow gametrail through the woods. Relaxing dightly, she settled deeper into
the saddle, resting her back and legs. She glanced behind her occasionally to make sure that the guards
didn't fal too far back.

Thetrail took a sharp turn through some bushes and over anarrow creek. Rialalooked back to see how
far behind her pursuit was, just as her mount pushed through the brush and into a meadow. On the other
sde of the meadow was another party of guards.

With aseries of startled shouts the fresh group broke into ahard gallop and Riadlaturned the dun sharply
to the left. Sherosein her stirrups and leaned forward as her horse charged through the meadow and
crashed headlong into the bushes on the other side, followed by the loyd little mare.

She decided that sheld given Tris enough time and concentrated on losing her followers—if she could.
The new party was mounted on fresh horses and hers had aready had quite arun. Stoutheart's shoulders
were wet with sweet, but both he and the mare were till moving eeslly.

She could hear the men cursing as they fought through the brush. They werelosing most of the advantage
of following where her horses had aready broken the branches, because there were too many of them;
they tried to follow her as a pack instead of one a atime.

Mogt of the second party were faling behind, but there were afew who were more determined. At least
one of them was mounted aswell as Riala—jprobably a nobleman who had decided to relieve his
boredom by chasing criminals.

Stoutheart sumbled to hiskneesin the rough footing, but recovered quickly. Ridlacouldn't see any Sgn
of lameness, s0 she stayed on him. Time enough to switch mounts when the gelding showed signs of
weariness,

They broke through the last of the undergrowth to find themselves on awell-traveled road. Ridla pulled
her mount to atrot and looked back to seeif there was anyone still behind them.

The nobleman was dtill in pursuit, but she didn't see anyone else. Turning the gelding in acircle, sheaimed
him at the sonewall that ran the length of the road, and hoped that there was enough light from the diver
of moon that the horse could see to jump.

Ridlahad carefully chosen the horsesthat she and Laeth took from Sanim. They weregrain-fed and in
fighting shape, lean and tough as only rigorous daily riding could make them. Rialablessed that toughness
asthe gelding cleared the wal with asnort and the mare followed closaly on hishedls.

Shelooked back and swore silently. Despite their mad run across the sdlted field and the legp over the
fence on the opposite Sde, the noble was till gaining ground.

She turned back into the forest, where skill played agreater role and minimized the advantage his fresher
horse had. In the rough going, he quit gaining on her, but he didn't fall back ether.

Ridlawasn't familiar with the area, and it seemed that the other rider was. Severd times he took
advantage of shorter, easier routes through the terrain that was rapidly becoming rougher asthey raced
away from the cultivated areas. The thought that he might be herding her occurred to Ridlajust asthe



gully they were running down deepened and narrowed.

Ridlawas afraid that the trap had already closed. The sides of the gorge weren't much taller than the
treesthat grew here and there dong itslength, but they were sheer and soft. Ridlasearched franticdly in
the dark for an exit, certain that the canyon would end in another preci pitous embankment.

Findly, shefound a section of the ravine wall marred by arecent rock dide which had carved a path of
skree and detritus that was margindly less steep than the rest of thewall. Thetrail was not inviting, but
Ridlawas desperate.

She sent the riderless horse up first, urging it with aswat and an empathic demand. Thelittle mare legpt
up like adeer and made it to the top.

Her scrambling hooves kicked loose the rocks, and dowly the whole dope began to move again. When
the mare was safdly up, Ridlaturned Stoutheart at the tide of moving rocks that was their only way out.

Trueto hisname, the gelding dug into the tumbling rock, his breath labored and clearly audible. A lesser
horse would have failed, but wild-eyed and sweating, Stoutheart plunged to the top of the rubble and
made atremendous leap upward to solid ground. Dust rose as the dide rumbled to the bottom, leaving
behind silence and a sheer wall that no horse could negotiate.

Ridlalet the horses catch their breath. She wanted to get aclear look at the man who was so intent on
catching her. 1t was only a moment later that the pursuing horse thundered down the ravine. Hisrider
pulled him up when he saw the silhouette of hisintended prey on the top edge of the bank.

She heard him swear. The only way that he was going to get his big horse to where she sat quietly
watching was by backtracking to the entrance, and by that time she would be long gone and lost in the
darkness.

She recognized hisvoice, but even if he hadn't spoken aword, she would have known him. Lord Jarroh
had away of carrying his muscular body that was unmistakable at this distance.

Hisfury caused his horseto half-rear, before it was ruthlesdy controlled.

Lord Jarroh raged at her, hisvoice rough with grief, "Why did you do it? He loved you, damn you. He
was proud of the way that you defied the family to trainin Sanim. He used to talk about how much he
missed his clever brother. But he wasn't as clever, was he? He trusted those he loved too far. He didn't
know that the bitch he married wanted his brother's bed. He didn't know that his brother wanted the
wesdlth and power that he possessed.”

Ridlahad forgotten Lord Jarroh's tendency to make speeches. He obvioudy thought that she was L aeth.
If he knew that Laeth had escaped tonight, then it made sense.

She and L aeth were about the same height, her newly darkened hair was a similar color and length, and
shewasriding Lagth'shorse. A Darranian would never believe that awoman could eude two parties of
guards and a Darranian lord—much less that adave could.

Ridlalooked down at the man who had beaten the little dave to death that long ago day in Kentar.
Stoutheart shifted restlessy under her and she forced hersdlf to loosen the reins. She was glad that she
wasn't carrying aknife or bow, because if she had been, he would be dead—and she had ause for him.

With Karsten dead and Laeth discredited. Lord Jarroh was the only one who would stand a chance of
securing the dliance between Reth and Darran: the dliance that would mean an end to davery in
Darran—if Winterseine didn't gain the power of Karsten's estates.



She kept her voice low and husky when she spoke. If Lord Jarroh knew that it was awoman who
spoke, he would smply dismiss her words.

"I am not Lord Laeth, merdly acompatriot of hisfrom Sianim. My task wasto divert pursuit from him,
and by now heis safely spirited away. Still, | have afew thoughts to share with you.

"Firgt, why should Lord Laeth choose to murder his own brother in amanner that was sure to put
suspicion on him? If he can work magic, why not stage an accident? A misspent arrow or adip down the
gtairs should have been easy enough for aman who can control athing like the cresture at the ball.

"Think about the man who is pushing so very hard to accuse Laeth. Who benefitsif Lagth and Karsten
are both dead? Who depends on income from the dave trade that would cease if the marriage between
the princess and King Myr takes place?

"Perhaps you might turn your inquiry in other directions, since Laeth is now well beyond your reach.”
With asmall sdute she turned her winded mount into the mountain country at asow canter.

As soon asthe trees hid her, shelet Stoutheart drop into awalk. The mare followed as faithfully as any
puppy, rubbing her sweaty head againgt Ridlasleg to relieve an itch under the leather bridle. Ridlaonly
had to find her way back to the hedler's cottage before morning, without running into anyone else, and the
rescue would be complete.

Shewasforced to huddle in athick copse of brush when she ran into some of the guards resting their
horses. She couldn't tell if it was one of the parties that had been chasing her or not. There were probably
stragglers scattered dl over the woods. Luckily the guard's horses were too tired to bother to whinny a
greeting, and Riadlakept hers quiet.

The enforced rest dlowed her time to think about her speech to Lord Jarroh. Blowing at an errant strand
of hair, Rialashook her head a the idea that was presenting itsdlf; but neither went away. The hair was
an annoyance; the ideaa possible solution to this disaster.

The guardsmen left eventually, and Ridla mounted the mare and set off in the generd direction of the
hedler's cottage. She narrowly avoided another group of riders, and heard athird before she found Triss
home.

Cautioudy, she waited to be sure that there were no guards nearby. When she was satisfied that she was
the only one lurking in the nearby woods, Ridlatied the horsesin athicket of lilacsthat grew on the edge
of the woods. The heavy perfume of the flowers followed her as she crossed the log spanning the creek
that ran behind Triss home.

"Laeth? Tris?' she called softly as she opened the door.

A quiet-voiced reply led her into the back room, where she found Laeth, Trisand Marri waiting in the
dark. They'd left the lamps unlit so they didn't attract the notice of the patrols.

"Greetings," Ridlasaid wearily, leaning againgt the door. "It's good to see you in one piece, Laeth."
"It's better to be in one piece than four," he agreed gravely. "What took you so long?"
"I was keeping Lord Jarroh and his men off your tail, so don't take that tone with me," shetold him.

Laeth grinned at her unrepentantly, and Riallasmiled back, picking alesf out of her hair. Shetook a seet
on the floor next to Triss stoal, since Laeth was sitting on the bed with Marri.



"The horses are waiting in the grove of lilacs by the edge of theforest,” Ridlasad, fighting the urgeto
close her eyesand deep. "Y ou'd better get going; it'samost dawn, and if you're found here, innocent
peoplewill suffer.”

"Aren't you coming too?" asked Laeth.

Ridlashook her head, having come to a decision as she rode through the night. "I'm going to try to prove
that Winterseinekilled Lord Karsten."

"How?' said Marri with afrown. "No oneisgoing to listen to Laeth'sdave."

"No," agreed Ridla, "but they don't haveto. | intend to get the proof of Wintersene'sinvolvement to Ren
in Sianim. If he can persuade me to come back to Darran as adave, he can convince the regency council
to convict Winterseine."

"Where are you going to get this proof?' The healer's voice sounded tired, softer than usud.

"Wintersaine wants his dave back. If Laeth disappears, hewill havelegd clam..." She noticed that there
was adamp spot on the floor near Triss chair, where she was resting her hand. She touched her ringers
to her mouth and said, "Did you know that you are bleeding, Tris?"

"No, am |?' He sounded intrigued. "That creature that we bumped into must have caught me—I didn't
notice."

A faint light appeared cupped in one of hishands. As he bent to examine hislegs, Ridlanoticed that his
deeve was suspicioudy dark.

"It'syour arm."
Trispulled the knife from his boot and twisted to tuck the point of the knife under the materid of histunic.

"Here, let me," offered Laeth, who'd crossed the room when Rialafirst noticed that Triswas wounded.
Hetook the knife and split the deeve from shoulder to wridt.

"Just acut,” said Trisafter aquick look. "I've got some brandy and bandages out front.”
L aeth stayed where he was while the hedler |eft the room.

"By the gods, Ria, | wouldn't take my brother's etates if they were offered to me," he said intently. "I
enjoy being amercenary much morethan | ever did being aDarranian lord. Let Winterseine have the
plague-ridden land. Don't do this.”

Ridlaleaned back againgt the wal and shook her head. "I'm not doing this for you, Lagth; proving your
innocence is asde benefit, but that'sal it is. If Winterseine gainsthe power of your brother's estate and
title, what happensto the dliance?’

"It falls, asheintendsit to," Laeth bit out angrily. "Savery remainsapart of Darranian culture. That's
tragic, but davery has been around along time. Eliminating it in Darran isn't going to Stop it e sawhere.
Plague you, Ria, it's not worth the risk of your freedom.”

"What freedom?’ asked Ridlaintensdy. "l anadave. | spend dl of my timetrying to prove to mysdf
that | amn not."

"Nonsense," commented Tris. Ridlahadn't noticed when he entered the room; he had dispensed with the
magelight. "Y ou were supposed to come straight here, not engage in a series of highly unnecessary



heroics, and lead the hold guards on awhite stag hunt al over the countryside while we sat here and
worried. A dave does as she'stold.”

Laeth snickered. "1 keep trying to tell her that, but she doesn't listen.”

Rialasmiled, enjoying the exchange—but not accepting it. They didn't know how inddiousthe dave
mentality was, the fear of being beaten or worse: the need to please the Magter.

"Did you clean your am?"' she asked.

Trisnodded. "I can't get the bandage tight, though. It'sin an awkward place." He handed along, narrow
cothtoRidla

She hestated then said, "I'll need some light.”

He produced another light, and she wrapped the cotton tightly around his upper arm.
"Thislookslike you were raked with claws" she commented.

"Weran into something in the tower,” said Laeth. "I didn't notice whether it had claws or not.”

"Something that smelled like it came from aswamp,” added Tris. "Apparently someone wanted to make
certain that Laegth would die."

"| told Lord Winterseine | was going to stop Lord Jarroh,” said Marri hesitantly from the bed, "eveniif |
had to deep with Jarrohto do it.”

Laeth started laughing. "1 bet you had him convinced that you were amouse dl thistime. Did you cal him
astupid muletoo?'

"No," said Marri, "I called him amurderer. | knew that you hadn't killed Karsten: you don't haveit in'you
to commit such an act. The next most logical suspect was Winterseine. Epecidly since he wasworking
s0 hard to convince everyone that you were the guilty one.”

"l wonder what he sent after Marri," mused Ridla "1 think that you'd better take her with you to Sianim,
Lagth.”

"Yes" heagreed, " had intended to do so. | wish you would come with us."
Ridlashook her head again. "No."

"I'll tell Ren what you are doing. He ought to be able to find you and get you out, if you cant doit on
your own." Laeth obvioudy wasn't happy, but he knew her well enough to understand that he couldn't
change her mind.

"Thank you,” sad Ridla
"I suppose, then, that we had best be out of here,” said Laeth briskly.

"Let me get somethingstogether," said Tris, heading to the front room. "1've got some sturdy clothesthat
might fit the lady, if she's not too choosey. | wondered what | was going to do with them when the farmer
gave them to mefor hedling hisewe. I've traded bread aswell. It should only take me amoment to find

evarything."
Trueto hisword, Tristook only ashort timeto pack apair of large saddlebags. He hefted the load and



handed it to Lagth.
With the bags over his shoulder, Laeth took Ridlas hand and kissed it with acourtier's grace.

Ridla patted his cheek gently with her free hand, and then shoved him on the shoulder hard. "Get going
before they find those horses. Keep it to awalk if you can; they've had ahard night. If you bear northeast
into Reth, you should be safe enough; most of the soldiers are searching in the southeast, toward Sanim.”

"I'd planned oniit," he said. "I have some friendsin Reth that we can stay with and rest the horses. Luck
toyou, Ria"

"Andtoyou," shereplied.
Laeth turned to Tris. "Thank you for your aid thisnight.”
Trisshrugged it off. "If you and your lady reach Sianim in safety, that will be thanks enough.”

Trisfollowed them out, saying that he could concea the obvioustracks and if anyone saw him wandering
around in the dark, they would think nothing of it. There were severd plantsthat were more potent if
picked at night.

Alonein the cottage, Ridlawent back to the bedroom and fell on the bed with amoan; she couldn't
believe how exhausted shefelt. She closed her eyes and couldn't seem to open them; she groaned when
Trisroused her again.

"Sorry, | know," he said apologeticaly. "But | have to get you cleaned up before someone wonders why
abadly wounded daveis covered with mud and tree limbs." As he spoke, he pulled off her borrowed
clothes.

Shewasjust far enough out of her stupor to know that she should be objecting to his actions, but
couldn't seem to find the energy to do it. He wiped her down with adamp cloth and put her dave tunic
back on with minima help from her.

It worried her to be so duggish, and she fought free long enough to say in afrantic voice, "What's wrong
withme?'

"Shh, it'sdl right. Hedling is very wearing on the body. Normally after what | did, you would deep for a
whole day rather than leading a pack of hunt-mad guards on awill-o'-the-wisp chase." As he spoke, he
took acomb and began working it through her hair, ignoring her irritable complaints when he tugged too
hard. "Weve got to get the rest of the leaves out.”

Findly helaid her down in the bed, but he didn't cover her. Instead he sat beside her and said, "Ridla.
Wake up, just one more time. Come on, sweetheart.”

Responding to the urgency of hisvoice, shejust managed it. The dawn lit his craggy face, and she could
read the reluctanceinit.

"If they seethat I've hedled your leg, they're going to be suspicious.” He seemed to be having trouble with
what he was saying.

"We need to give them adave with awounded leg," she said.
Trisnodded.

Ridlaworked up the energy to smile. "If you have aknife, I'll do it."



He shook his head. "No need for anything so crude, but it's still going to hurt.”

Her eyes closed again, but she laughed anyway. "Give meaminute and | doubt that I'd fed it if amule
kicked me."

She waswrong. When he reopened it, she cried out— too tired to be tough.

He carefully set stitchesto keep it from scarring, then covered the wound with anumbing salve and
wiped the involuntary tearsfrom her cheek with histhumb.

"All right now?" he asked.
She nodded and closed her eyes and didn't open them again for severa hours.

CHAPTER SIX

The sun was dmost finished with itsjourney to the west when Ridlawoke up. She till felt tired and her
leg ached. With theinstinct of the hunted, she knew that some noise had roused her from her healing
dumber. She closed her eyes again and listened.

Someone wasin the outer room; she could hear them talking. Asthey came closer to her room, she
distinguished Winterseine's voice. She sat up and waited for the door to open.

Terran led theway, followed by Winterseine and Tris.

"May | seethewound?' asked Winterseine. "Not that | doubt your skill, hedler, but | want to seeit for
mysdlf. If sheisgoing to be badly scarred, she will be of no useto me."

Without aword Tristhrew back her covers and cut the unbleached cloth off her leg. The inflammation
was gone and neat stitchesran the length of her thigh. It wasn't hedled, but it was obviously no longer
serious.

Winterseine looked impressed. "Y ou do good work, hedler. What did you use to draw the poison?"
Trisstared at him long enough to be insolent, then said, "A poultice.
Wintersaine smiled, but it didn't reach hiseyes. "We dl have our trade secrets, don't we?'

"When will shebe ableto travel?' asked Terran, breaking the tenson in the room. Riadlahad forgotten
that Terran wasthere; he had away of fading into the background.

"It depends on how you are traveling,” answered Tris civilly enough. "She can ride in about a seennight.
If you have awagon, you could try it in two or three days, though five would be better. In a seennight the
risk of infection will be sgnificantly lower.”

Lord Winterseine nodded and ran afinger down the stitches, pushing to test for hidden infection. Riadla
knew that her face retained its dave-impassive expression, but she could fed Triss sudden rage. Startled
by thefirst gpecific emotion sheld caught from the hedler, she shifted her gaze momentarily to look at him.
There was nothing more in his face than there had been aminute before; it appeared that she wasn't the
only one cagpable of hiding emotions. She lowered her protective barriers, but the brief flash of anger had
faded and hewas as velled as ever.

"Very well," said Lord Winterseine, "well be back in aweek for her. It will probably take at least that
much time before everything el seis cleared up anyway."



"Remember, Father,” said Terran's meek voice. "We haveto leave soon,” he continued. "Thereisa
shipment expected at Winterseine hold afortnight from now. We can wait aweek easly enough, but no
longer than that."

Ridladarted and stared at Terran, forgetting her role for amoment—Iuckily no one noticed. She focused
her gift tightly and probed, but the results were the same. Lord Winterseine was opague, but she could
sense his presence. Tris she was aware of on another level, but she couldn't sense Terran's presence at
dl.

"Of course.” Lord Winterseine turned to the hedler and said, "I hopeit is not an inconvenience for you to
keep her here until we leave."

"No," replied Tris. "I'll totd your bill and have it sent to you. When you have paid it, you may have your
dave back."

"Certainly,” said Winterseine. "Send it in care of my son.” He walked out, followed by both Terran and
the hedler.

Ridlagretched thoughtfully. Shedd never met someone whom she couldn't sense at dl. Shewas running
into severa things that were odd: first the healer and now Terran. It could be that her abilities were not as
functional as sheld thought. They certainly seemed to have afew quirks.

Tris had started through the doorway from the other room when another knock sounded. He smiled and
shrugged, closing the door behind him.

Ridlalistened as he put salve on alittle girl'sinjured puppy, set afarmer's broken arm and arranged for
someone to help the farmer out until the arm hedled. A woman came in mumbling something about her
kid (Ridlawasn't sureif it was agoat or achild) and Trisleft with her.

Ridladept aslong as she could, then set up imaginary games of Stedl the Dragon until she grew bored.
Trisstopped in briefly as the sun was setting, but was caled out again by the smith, whose wife was
having difficulty delivering her third child.

Riallathrew the covers back restlessly and limped to the window. The sill was aswide asanarrow
bench; she perched on it and stared into the night sky. It was nominally better than counting the
fifty-seven boards that served asthe celling, held down by four hundred and twelve nails.

Ridlafidgeted and finaly got up to gimp acrossthe floor again. She lacked any method of lighting the
lanterns on the wall; she knew that Tris had flint and sted around, but it was hidden well enough that she
couldnt findit.

She searched both rooms twice, more for something to do than because she needed light. The moon was
shining through the window, giving her amaost as much illumination as alantern would have.

Finally, she went to thewall in the bedroom. It took her awhileto find the catch for the hidden closet,
but not aslong asit took to overcome her scruples and look. She salved her conscience by reasoning
that if Triswereworried about her rummaging around, he wouldn't have shown her the secret door in the
fird place. At last the door did open, divulging what it hid.

Most of the weapons she had used or at least seen used, but she was mystified by a short, forked stick
with agtrip of catgut connecting each prong of the fork.

"It'saspear thrower." Tris sounded weary as he observed her from the open door and waved on the
lights. "The man who madeit for mecdled it an atladl. If you look in the closet, you should find five small



spears that match the design on the haft. The end of the spear fits on the thong, and you throw it almost
the way that you'd throw ajavelin. It's not quite as accurate as a bow and arrow, but it's faster to use and
eader to hide from the gamekeepers.”

Ridlanodded, trying not to look as guilty as shefelt, and dipped the weapon back into the closet. She
got to her feet easily, though she grimaced when her weight was on her bad leg.

"Have you had anything to eat?" she asked, when she got acloser look at hisface. "I took the liberty of
raiding your larder. There's aplate of cheese and sausage on the foot of the bed.”

"Thanks," he said, Snking down beside the plate and looking at it with faint interest. He must have
washed off in the creek, because hislinen shirt was wet on the deaves and collar.

"How did the birthing go?" she asked, sitting on the floor when it became apparent that he wasn't going to
movefor awhile.

"Not good,” he said and shook his head, staring at the piece of cheese he held in hishand, asif it had
turned green. "There were twins and the first one was a breech. It died before | got there. The second
oneissmall, but the smith's cottage is clean and warm; he should befine."

Rialacould see that the desth bothered him more than weariness. She took a piece of goat's cheese and
nibbled at it while she tried to think of something to say to distract him.

"Tell me," she asked, "how did you become the hedler here? All the stories say that shapeshifters keep to
their own kind."

Helooked at her, and faint amusement crept into hisweary eyes. "I am not a shapeshifter. Shapeshifters
get their amusement by eating innocent young virgins who stupidly wander donein theforest. Mind you,”
he said, taking a bite of the cheese with more enthusiasm than before, "that's not to say that they don't
deserveit. Stupid young girlswho get caught alonein theforest fal prey to anything that crossestheir
paths, be the beast animal, human or shapeshifter. The mord of the story is," he took a piece of sausage,
"don't beastupid young virgin."

Shegrinned at him and said, "Thanksfor the advice. I'll remember that. So what are you, and why are
you here?1'd think that if you were going to fraternize with humans, you would at least pick agroup of
people who weren't liable to burn you at the stake if they caught you working magic.”

He snatched another round of sausage and shrugged. "'I'm healing people.”

Sherolled her eyes and grabbed the plate, setting it behind her. "No morefood until you tell.” Playing
was along-forgotten art, but the twinkle in his eyes encouraged her.

Helooked forlornly at the remains of his piece of sausage and whined, "I'll garve."

She showed no signs of softening, especidly since he waslooking lesstired now, the grim lines around
his mouth fading. "Not if you tell mewhat youre doing here."

Heleaned back against the wall and crossed his arms behind his head. "Torture will never make me
divulge the secrets | keep.”

Shetook apiece of cheese and waved it invitingly. "How about bribery?"
"That might work," he conceded. "Why don't you try it?"



It took her three times before the food that she tossed at him made it to his mouth.
"All right," he surrendered. "l am asylvan.”

Ridlawaited but he didn't elaborate. "What's a sylvan?’

"Wherésmy bribe?' hereplied.

She hit him in the nose with a piece of cheese. He caught it beforeit hit the bed and examined it with
satisfaction before egting it.

"Sylvans are users of naturd magic like the shape-shifters, though our talentsliein different directions.
They are closer to the animals of the forests, while we are guardians of the greenery. Weareasmple
folk, and it iseasy enough for usto blend in with the humans, so our enclaves are not hidden the way
those of the shapeshiftersare.” He paused and closed his eyes, leaning againgt the wall, but he caught the
small piece of hard sausage she threw at him anyway.

"There are not many enclaves, though,” he said findly, rubbing his beard. "Over the centuries they have
died out, one by one. The enclavethat | belonged to isthe only oneleft in Darran. We claimed to bea
religious order, worshipping Naden, lord of the forests—I| suppose that the story is more true than not.
There are many such groups of humans, caught in the past, holding to the old ways and the old languages.
They aretolerated, even in Darran, because they have dways been there. The sylvans blend in with the
others.

"My enclaveisin aminor estate of agreat noble—so minor that in three generations the lord had not
vigted it. The old lord died, and his son decided to visit each of hisnew holdings; | believe that he had
some debts, and was evauating hislandsfor later sale.

"I waswaking done, and | came upon achild; a human girl-child that some of the lord's friends had
found earlier. Her body was badly broken.” Trislooked grim.

"l knew her, had watched her grow from atoddler to an explorer. Her mother was an excellent weaver,
and | had often gone to the human village to trade food for cloth. They had four grown boys, and this
girl-child. Y ou have to understand, Riala The reason that our enclave had survived aslong asit had was
that it was forbidden to work magic around humans. Absolutely forbidden. | knew this, and understood
the reason for it."

Hisvoice dropped amost to awhisper as he continued. "But thiswas a child, achild that | knew and
liked. Shewas dying as | watched. So | hedled her body, until there was no evidence that any violence
had occurred. Rape is as much awound of the soul asawound of the body, and | gifted her with
forgetfulness. With luck no one would have ever known, not even the child.

"When | was through hedling her, | woke her, teased her about deeping in the woods and escorted her
home. Her father | took aside and warned that | had seen one of the lord's guests eyeing her. He assured
me that he would keep her in the cottage until the lord and his entourage were gone.

"When | returned to the enclave, | found that someone had seen me violate our law. | wastried and
sentenced to banishment. They took me far from the enclave and bound me with magic and rope. If |
managed to free mysdlf, | could live—but never be welcomed in any enclave.”

"Y ou brokefree?' asked Ridla

He shook hishead, smiling at the memory. "No. | struggled for awhile, but the man who'd tied the rope
didnt want meto live. | was contemplating my probable fate when an old woman came upon me. She



poked her finger in my face and said, 'Look you, | have abargain for you. You areaheder, and | have
need of such. | have aknife, which you need as desperately.' " Trisgrinned a Riala. " She was so scared
her finger trembled with it, but she didn't let her fear stop her. When | agreed to help, she cut therope; so
herel am.”

"How did she know you were aheder?' asked Ridla
"She has agift that occasiondly alows her to see such things.”
Ridlanodded, accepting hisanswer. "Do you like it here among humans?’

He nodded dowly. "Better than the enclave. They werewrong. It isan evil thing to have the power to
help others, and not to do so.”

"Isthat why you helped rescue Lagth?' asked Riala
Trisgave her an enigmatic look then shrugged. "Part of it."

He rose restlesdy from the bed and gave Ridlaahand up off the floor. Her leg had stiffened, so he
hel ped her hobble to the bed. Then he did the closet door closed, picked up the plate and waved the
lights down.

"Good dreams, heder,” sad Riaila
He nodded and pulled the door closed behind him.

"So what will Lord Winterseine do with anewly recovered runaway?' They were degp into agame of
Dragon that Ridlawas winning when Tris spoke. Over the past few days, they had played agame
whenever Tris had amoment to spare; not that Riala minded. She enjoyed the game as much ashe
did—even if hewon mogt of thetime.

"You'rejust trying to distract me," she complained & hisinterruption. "Thisisthefirst timel'vehad a
ghogt of achance of winning since thefirst game we played, and now you want to take even that awvay
fromme"

"You are getting paranoid, aren't you?' He commiserated with degpest sympathy. Ridlaflashed hima
rude hand gesture before she turned back to the game board.

Trislaughed, then said, "Serioudy, Ridla, he's not going to hamstring you or best you, ishe?!

Rialamoved her frog to an empty square on the board, and shook her head. "No. That happens
sometimesin Y nstrah and some of the provincesin the Alliance where they depend on dave labor in thelr
agriculture. Occasiondly they'll hamstring arunaway here, but only one of the less vauable daves—more
to serve as an example than to keep the dave they've crippled from running again. A dancer istoo
vauable to damage that way."

Shesmiled dryly at Tris. "That's not to say that hell let me go unpunished. The Master has an gptitude for
credtiveretribution.”

Triswas staring at the game, but Ridla had the feding that he waan't redlly seeing it. He findly moved a
piece and looked up. "Are you sure that you want to go back? Y ou're paying an awfully high pricefor a
chance at vengeance."

Ridlanodded, moving thefrog again. "It1l beworthit if it works. If it doesn't..." she shrugged. "There



are other reasons aswell. Y ou told me that you've traveled. Have you ever been on the other side of the
Great Swamp?'

Tris shook his head.

Ridlashifted on the bed, trying to find acomfortable position for her leg. "Did you ever wonder why
Sanimis so anxiousto stop the fighting between Reth and Darran™?”

He raised an eyebrow and shook his head. "'l should have. It ishardly in Sianim's best interest to prevent
was."

"Exactly. When the Spy master called mein to persuade me to accompany Lagth here, he explained his
reasoning. Apparently thereisagood possibility that there will be an invasion coming from the eastern
sde of the Great Swamp.”

"There are dwayswars among humans," commented Tris. "'l would have thought that Sianim, with its
mercenary hoards, would be ddlighted at the thought of another one.”

Sometimes Trishad away of making the word "human” sound like aname that gutter-bred children
caled each other to Sart afight. Since he seemed not to hold her humanness againgt her, Ridlalet it pass
unremarked.

"I would have thought so too," she agreed readily. "But thisisn't just any invading force. It'san army that
has conquered al the nationsin the East in something less than a decade. The leader of thearmiesisa
man who calshimsdf the Voice of Altis. He clamsto be a prophet of the god Altis, and the religious
reviva is spreading faster than hisarmies. The Spymadter thinksthat the only way to resist theinvason
will beto unite dl the Western countries againgt him; and he has anasty habit of being right.”

"S0 he supportsthe dliance of Reth and Darran,” said Tris.

Ridlanodded and continued, "None of thiswould have much bearing on what I'm going to be doing at
Winterseine's hold, except for one thing. The people of the East gpparently do not believe in magic; it's
been s0 long since they've had wizards that they've long since dismissed the existence of magic asa
child'sfable.

"The 'miracles the Voice of Altis performs as a prophet of the old god bear a striking resemblance to the
accomplishments of atrained magician. The Spymaster believesthat the Voice isatrained mage from this
dde of the Swvamp." Ridlamet Trissgaze. "And | think | might have found him."

"Winterseing" sad Tris.

She nodded her head. "If it'strue, then maybe something can be done to prevent the invasion atogether.
Laeth and | discovered enough of alink between Winterseine and this self-proclaimed prophet that even
if hesnot the Voice of Altis, heamost certainly knowswhois."

"I'm going with you," Trisannounced calmly, as he moved his snake a space beyond her frog.

Gods, she thought, wishing she could accept: to have someone she trusted with her, to have the hedler's
steady presence, to not be aone.

"No," shereplied, her voice steady, maneuvering her bird to take his snakeif it tried to eat her frog.

"I'm afraid you don't have any voicein this," histone was matter-of-fact as he moved the snake out of
danger, taking her stag as he did so.



"What about your bargain with the old woman?"
"I've been at Tallonwood alittle over two years," hereplied. "The bargain was for one."

She opened her mouth to protest, but saw the resolution in hiseyes. "Plagueit, Tris. What are you doing
thisfor?'

He gave her an odd smile, and she was abruptly reminded that he was not human. "1 told you the woman
who rescued me had agift for seeing things others cannot. She told me | should help you accomplish
your task."

"Shejudt told you to help me, so you are?" asked Ridlaincreduloudy.

"Nothing so neat. Thefutureis not unchangesble, Ridla Trennagave meagoa, ahint of the possble
results of acourse of action. Enough to persuade me the god isworth pursuit.”

"Y ou're not going to tell me why you are doing this, are you?" Riala accused, but therewas no heat in
her voice.

"Of course,” Trissaid blandly, "as | explained to Laeth, | am loath to give up thefirst person I'vefound in
along timewho is capable of defeating me a Dragon. Y our move.”

She gave the board a surprised look. "I thought | just moved; you must not have been watching.”
Hedidn't take his gaze from her face. | waswatching; it's your move."

She shrugged and said, "'l choose not to move.”

He shook hishead. "Y ou chose that five moves ago; you can only do that every sx moves. Y our move.”
She smiled, moved her sparrow two spacesto theright and said, "Fine. Theft."

Helooked at the board. Her sparrow sat on the space with his dragon.

Sheraised an eyebrow at his exaggeratedly forlorn expression. "1 told you that it wasn't my move, but
when you indgsted, you made it my move anyway."

"What did you move after | took your stag?"

She amiled sweetly. "Y our dragon.”

He laughed and raised hishandsin mock surrender. "Thief. Y our game.”

"It was about time," she said darkly, helping him replace the piecesin the drawer.
"Now you only owe me two kingdoms, five horses and twelve pigs.”

"Four horses," she contested hotly.

"Five," he corrected. "Y ou wagered five horses againgt the twelve pigs you lost before. 1t was supposed
to be six horses, but youwhined and | let it stand at five."

"Well," shesad, "at least | got my fifty chickens back."

He gtarted to answer, but the sound of the outer door opening and the frantic crying of an infant called
him back to duty.



Alone, Ridlapicked absently at the stitching on the bed covering. The week had passed far too quickly.
Her leg was dmost healed; Tris had taken the stitches out that morning. It still pained her when she used
it too much, but every day it improved. Tomorrow morning shewould leave with Lord Wintersaine.

Perhaps, she thought, it was agood thing that she would soon be going. If she spent much longer with the
healer, it would be too hard to go back to being adave— and to survive, she had to beadave
agan—not a Sianim horsetrainer pretending to beadave.

Sheraised her hand to her cheek, fedling the scar beneath the illusion. She couldn't fed the tattoo, but she
knew it was there: noseto ear, jaw to cheekbone. Sometimes she had felt asif it were tattooed on her
soul, that she could never be anything but adave.

She dlowed hersdlf to be drawn out of her bout of saf-pity by the sound of aloud, angry voice and the
heder's quiet reply. The front door shut with adam, and Tris stalked into the bedroom with a black
scowl on hisface.

"What'swrong?' she asked.

His glower degpened. "l just finished setting a broken bone for one of the hedgefarmer's sons.”
"Hedgefarmer?!

"The hedgefarmers work the land in the hills and lower mountain dopes. It's poor land, and givesa
marginal living at best—but that's no reason to break achildsarm. At least onceamonth | treat one of
his children or hiswife for miscellaneous bruises and broken bones. I've talked to him twice about it, and
told him thiswasit. Next time he hits someone wesker than heis, I'll seetoit that hewon't bein any
conditionto do it again.”

"Will helisten?" she asked as he paced back and forth.

"No, hélll probably just not alow them to cometo aheder for trestment, plagueit! It was stupid to lose
my temper. I'm sorry that | did it in front of the child too. That boy hasto live with enough violencein his
life; he doesn't need mine aswell.”

"Y ou are needed here." Ridlaspoke softly. "Who will set their bones and hedl their animasif you aren't
here?'

He stretched and shed hisanger asif it were acoat. When helooked at her, there was nothing of it left in
his eyes. "These people survived without me for most of their lives. The headman's mother is a decent
hedler, asis her new daughter-in-law. I've dready informed them that | will be leaving shortly."

Ridlaopened her mouth, and he held up his hand to forestall what she would have said. "Ridla, if | stay
here too long, someone will eventualy notice | work magic, and that could be worse for the village than
thelack of aheder. | was preparing to leave soon anyway."

Trissat down on the end of the bed. "Tomorrow, when Lord Winterseine takes you, I'll follow. It
shouldn't be difficult to track alarge group of humans through the woods.”

Ridlasnickered and Tris stopped talking.

"I'm sorry,” shesaid, "I'vejust never heard anybody say 'human’ when they meant 'mindless stinking mass
of waste left undigested by apig.' Youdoit well."

He made a hdf-bow and gave her the sweet smile that he used when held made a particularly devious



maneuver in Dragon.

"Thereisone morething | need to take care of before you go." He reached over and pulled off her
earring. "This comes off too eadly. If Winterseine takesit off and your tattoo comes off aswdll, he's
going to start wondering about you."

He pulled asmdl, very thin piece of kidskin out of hisbelt pouch. "I got thisfrom the tanner this
morning.”

He closed his eyes, humming softly, folding the kidskin around the earring and tucking the resultant
bundle neetly into his hands. After amoment he opened his eyes again and shook the fine leather open,
displaying it for Riala The earring was gone, and the tattoo that had covered her cheek now covered the
kidskin.

Leaning near her, he pressed the skin againgt her face and resumed hishumming. Riallas cheek grew
cold. When hetook his hands away, she touched her cheek. Her fingers detected smooth skin where her
scars should be, and her cheek felt numb.

"Thetattoo?' she asked.

"Ison your face. I'll contact you at night, when the others are deeping. Y ou are an empath, but you've
spoken about being able to read people's thoughts as well as their emotions. Can you contact me that
way if you need me?'

She shook her head. "Most people | could, but | can't even read your emotions—Iet aone project a
messageto you."

He raised an eyebrow, then nodded with an odd smile. "No, of course you couldn't.” He hesitated
momentarily and then said, "But | know away to help.”

He dipped his boot knife out and examined it before he ran histhumb dmost casudly over thefindy
honed edge. Ridladidn't redlize that he was working magic until he said something in aforeign tongue
and touched her mouth with the fresh wound. Involuntarily she licked the blood off her lips. Shefdt asif
sheld sipped distilled acohal; it burned itsway deep into her body, leaving her toes and fingertips buzzing
and her vision blurred.

Before she had time to react, he touched the knife to the side of her neck and bent his head. She fdlt the
soft, quick touch of hislipsand the brush of his beard before he backed away. He touched her neck
again briefly, thistime with hisfingers, and the sting of the cut disappeared. Staring a him, she touched
her skin where he and his knife had touched. The wound was gone.

"Try it now," he said and his voice sounded different to her—shadowed with magic and moonlight,
though the sun il lit the trees outside the window.

Shereached out to him with her gift, carefully, not knowing what difference his magic had wrought. At
firg it seemed as though nothing had changed. As before, she could touch him, but it was like touching a
solid object with her thoughts: she could see him, but not what he was. She pushed gently, but he
remained opague. Just as she started to back away, Rialawas sucked in.

It wastoo far, too fast. She was dizzy, cut adrift among memories and fedlings that she couldn't
distinguish from her own. She was accustomed to receiving emotions from most people, but from Tris
she was getting memories, thoughts and dreams aswell.

Rialla. His mindspeech seemed too strong, but it gave her something to balance hersdlf.



Ridlapulled hersdf back until the contact was not so strong, his warmth soothing rather than burning. His
thought-voice wastightly formed, arguing that he had communicated mind to mind before.

She had been able to reach her father in this manner, but she wasn't used to the communication being
two-way. Tris, she said, what did you do that allowed me to touch you this way?

She caught faint nuances of emotion that were quickly tucked away, but not before she caught a hint of
guilt and excitemertt.

I'll tell you sometime. You can contact me now?

Shetested her giftson him warily. Anytime. | don't know how close | have to be, but thisis easier
than any other mindspeech I've ever attempted.

Sylvans speak with each other in such a manner, he said.

Like this? asked Ridlain surprise. She sent him a picture of the intimacy that thisform of communication
offered her—the complex emotions and thoughts that she picked up when he talked.

No, he said, startled. Can you see so much?

Sensing his unease, she withdrew even further, the memory of Lagth's outrage at her empathic gift freshin
her mind. Usualy she had no trouble leaving the subjects of her touch their privacy, but Triss stray
thoughts tended to brush against her without warning. Findly she removed hersdlf dtogether,
recongtructing her barriers until he was once again opague.

Trisgave her aparticularly enigmatic look and said, "Now if you need help, you can contact me.”

She wasn't capable of doing more than moving her head to indicate her agreement. When the sound of a
woman calling from the front room pierced the intimate atmosphere that somehow had developed, Ridla
felt extremely grateful. She desperately needed time to figure out what Tris had done.

The morning dawned clear and warm. Ridlawas waiting quietly when Lord Winterseine entered her
sanctuary. Her face wasimpassve, and it didn't change when her master set the heavy training collar
around her neck.

Shedidnt flinch when chain-linked metal cuffswere closed on her wrigts, pulling her ams behind her. A
second chain was run from the wrigt chain to the collar, further restricting her movement. Winterseine
attached aleather leash to the front of her collar and led her out.

It was easy not to react to the restraints; she'd had them on before and had expected Lord Winterseine
to use them. What she had not expected was the hot rage emanating from the healer, though he appeared
cam and remote, as he dways was with the Darranian nobles. Shetried to close his reaction off, before
it affected her aswdll, but it wasn't as easy asit should have been.

Apparently, whatever channel Tris had forged between them was not easily closed. She sent a surge of
reassurance to Tris, and then tried to reestablish her privacy.

Terran gave her ahand in mounting. It was difficult under the best of circumstancesto get on ahorse
without the use of hands. Since Ridlawas distracted with the task of suppressing the persistent
connection with Tris, she appreciated Terran's help.

Asthey rode away, she could fed the hedler's eyesfollowing them into the trees.



There were many Darranians who had lost everything in the wars with Reth. They roamed the forests
extracting tolls from those foolish enough to venture through without sufficient force. Wintersaine's
entourage was large enough to discourage most raiding parties. Besdes Winterseine and his son, there
were a score of fighters, more or less, and two servants—one of which was the man who Ridla
suspected had poisoned Karsten. His name, she recaled, was Tamas. Apparently the dark-skinned girl
was the only dave they'd brought to Lord Karsten's hold, because Ridlawas the only davein the party.
Four men rodein front, followed closely by Lord Winterseine and his son Terran. Ridlaand the servants
rode next, then the rest of the party.

Ridlaknew that Winterseine was aformidable warrior: it was one of the reasonsfor his successasa
daver. Looking at his son, she decided that Terran might be as good. Certainly he bestrode his
battle-trained stallion with the ease of long practice, and the easy way that held tossed her on her horse
argued that he had strength.

Winterseineés man Tamas held the lead rein for Riadlas horse. Like her, he was mounted on alighter-bred
saddle horse. He wasn't armed with anything more formidable than the heavy whip that was coiled on his
saddle, but Riallahad seen such awhip widded at Sanim and didn't underestimate the damage he could
inflict withit.

They traveled south through the rolling hills of southern Darran. Everywhere, Rialacould seethetoll of
thelast war. Many of the farmhouses had been recently constructed over old foundations. Severa times
she saw the burned-out remains of dwellings that had not been rebuilt, perhaps because there was no one
left to do so.

They stopped near one of the charred cottages shortly before sunset. Camp was set up with aminimum
of fuss. Wintersaine used the leash on the training collar to stake Rialato the ground near thefire, where
shewould be easily visible throughout the night. He didn't remove the bindings from her arms.

None of the restraints were overly tight, but her arms had been in the same position for the better part of
the day and her shoulder was beginning to ache. Between that and her throbbing leg, Rialla decided that
adecent night's rest was doubtful. Adding insult to injury, she had the choice of lying with her facein the
dirt, or with her weight on her avkwardly bound arms.

Ralla

She thought she must have jumped, but if she had no one had noticed. She wasn't used to someone
gpeeking in her mind. Tris?

Yes. How is your leg?
Shetested it cautioudy. It hurts, but no more than it did.
Good.

She waited, but he didn't say anything more. With aresigned sigh sherolled on her face. To her surprise
shefdl into arestful doze that |asted through the night.

The next morning, Terran was busy €l sewhere, so it was the servant Tamas who boosted Ridla onto her
mount. She hadn't paid much attention to him thefirst day of thetrip, but histouch forced hisemotions
and some of histhoughts onto her, leaving her feding unclean. It wasn't smple lust he wasfedling, but
something more bestial—he fed his desire on degradation and pain. Even after she was on the horse, he
found athousand reasons for touching her.



By late that afternoon the sky had darkened, and Winterseine increased the pace to atrot to avoid the
threatening storm. The horse Rialawasriding had atrot that threatened to rattle her teeth loose, and
what it did to her aching head wasn't pleasant—but the faster speed limited Tamass fondling, so shefelt
it was avast improvement.

They sheltered for the night in amonastery dedicated, ironically enough, to the god of sorms. Most of
the worshippers of the old gods were confined to afew old templeslike thisone. It was aprimitive
fortress made of the dark native stone and rendered even more disma by the gloominess of the darkened

y.

Severd monks cameto take their horses, and Riala dismounted easily enough by throwing onelegin
front of her and diding down her horsg's side. She hoped to avoid Tamass help at al costs.

The storm god didiked women in his sanctuary, but the good monks had built asmall outbuilding asa
concession to secular parties who needed shelter and would pay the monks generoudly for the privilege.
The hut locked from the outside, so that there was no chance of femaeswandering into the main
buildings and desecrating the temple.

The building was barren and windowless. Riala supposed that if she'd been a noblewoman, a cot would
have been found for her and burned when she left. Asit was, she would have to make do with the stone
floor. There wasn't much chance to look around before the door was shut, leaving her in the darkness.
She heard the unmistakable sound of the wooden board being dipped into place on the door.

Ridlasat on the uneven stone floor and closed her eyes with asigh of rdlief that she was aone. Sheld
feared that Tamas was going to be left to guard her, and she didn't want to spend al night fighting him off.

She wasn't sure the actua moment she redlized she wasn't donein theroom, or what first derted her.
Before she had time to panic, she redized that she knew who was here.

"Tris?'
"Mmm?" he answered absently, and the callar jerked around her neck as he began unbucklingit.
"How long have you been here?!

"Not too long. You smell likewet horse.” He removed the bands on her arms and Rialla stretched
gratefully, dmaost moaning inthe relief of moving her aamsfredly.

"My favorite scent,” shereplied.
One of Trissmagdightsilluminated the barren little chamber.
"Not exactly cozy," he commented.

"It isclean, which is better than the men's accommodationsin the sanctuary arelikely to be" she said,
patting the sone beside her ininvitation.

Instead, Tris sat facing her and took off the pack he carried on his back. He rummaged insideit and then
pulled out a checkered board and placed it between them.

It was not as elaborate as the one he had at his cottage, but it was functiona and they whiled away the
afternoon with severa games of Dragon. He won them all, but she managed to make him work for it.
After thethird game he set it asde with visble reuctance.



"I haveto turn out the light now," said Tris. ""Though thisbuilding is Surdy, | don't doubt thet there are
enough holesin the mortar that someone might notice the light coming out. Y ou don't want to try to
explain how you managed to produce light in here." He waved his hand and the magelight disappeared.

"| noticed that Wintersaine's rat-faced servant was having some difficulty kegping hishandsto himsdlf
today," Tris commented. "Now, have you thought about giving thelittle lecher leading your horsea
thorough disgust of you? | would think that empathy would prove useful that way."

Shelaughed, grateful that somehow his remarks had turned Tamas from threstening to absurd. "I'm afraid
anything vilel can think up will just excite him more.”

"Thereisthat possihility,” he agreed in thoughtful tones.

Ridlalaughed again and found amore restful position. The silence continued comfortably between them
until she began to drift adeep.

"How do you intend to prove Winterseine killed Karsten?' asked Tris abruptly.

Sheroused hersdlf dightly. ™Y ou mentioned that the dagger that killed Karsten disappeared. If | can find
it, any decent wizard can tell who used it."

"Who are you trying to convince?' asked Tris.

"What do you mean?' Ridlasaid. Then she added, "Gods, | never thought of that. What Darranianis
going to bdlieve anything awizard says?'

She thought for amoment then said, "What if | gpproach it differently? What do you think the regency
council'sreaction would beif | proved that Winterseine was amage? It wouldn't prove Lagth's
innocence, but | don't think that Winterseine would be alowed to inherit Karsten's lands either. That
would leave Lord Jarroh as the most powerful man on the council.”

"How are you going to prove that Winterseineisamage?’
She shook her head, though in the dark he couldn't see her. "I don't know, but I'll find away."

Triswoke her early in the morning to replace the restraints before someone came in. Just as he finished
the last buckle, they heard the bar being removed.

"Tris" hissed Ridlaurgently.

He amiled at her and took a step back until he was against the wall, then made an odd gesture and his
features blurred and darkened. Rialawatched fascinated as Tris blended into the wall, the stone coloring
overshadowing hisown. It dtered in subtle tones until the shadows hid any sign that he stood there.
Tamas opened the door, pulled Rialaup by one arm and escorted her out, oblivious to the observer |eft
in the stone hut.

It was acold and miserable day, and the horses were spooky because of astiff wind that brought strange
smells uncomfortably close. Rialahuddled under her cloak and wished vainly that Tamas weren't holding
thelead line on her mare.

Thesunrose, adimdisk inagray sky. By thetime it had reached the middle of itsjourney, it wastotally
obscured by black clouds. When rain began to fall in sheets, the party halted while Terran and
Winterseine conferred briefly.



Tamastook advantage of the rest stop to force his horse next to Ridlas.

" like the pretty ones, the soft oneslikeyou,” he said. "L ord Winterseine saysif you are not good enough
to dance, | can have you before he sends you to his brothd. Y ou wouldn't like it there, but if you pleased
me | might kegp you."

As he spoke, herested his hand on her sore leg. Her horse shifted restlesdy, didodging hisgrip as
Ridla's unease communicated itself. Tamas smiled and kneed his horse sdeways, following hers.

"Now, what's getting you al upset?' He pressed his hand against the wound again, thistime harder.

It hurt, but Rialaknew her face didn't show it. She knew that her lack of expresson disappointed him.
She dso knew that somewhere nearby, Triswas getting very angry.

Lightning flashed, followed afew seconds|ater by alow rumble. Her horse and Tamas's reacted with
similar violence to the sound—aided by atouch of empathicaly projected fear. The other horses danced
and jumped, their herd inginct overwhelming training.

Ridlashorsejerked itslead free of Tamassloose hold and, free of any constraint, put her head between
her front legs and kicked. Ridlaleaned back, pushing her feet forward. Asthe mare's hindquartersfel to
the ground and propelled the horse sdeways, Ridla shifted her weight appropriately. Her empathy let her
know what the horse was going to do amoment before the animal moved.

One of the guards caught the flying lead. Hisfirm grip discouraged Riala's mount; it gave afew
halfhearted hops before settling down.

The courser that Tamas rode was more successful at ridding itsalf of itsrider than Rialas had been,
tossing him into athicket of thorn apple. When he was extracted from the inch-long thorns at lagt, his
wounds were not limited to punctures and scrapes—hisarm hung visibly broken at hisside. One of the
guardsmen had caught Tamas's horse, and it danced nervoudy, scattering mud on anything nearby.

Nicely done, commented Tris. | hadn't thought of using the hor ses.

Thank you, shereplied lightly as her horse danced away from Tamas's, dragging the man holding the
lead severd fest.

As her horse turned another circle, Riallagot aclear view of Tamasflexing the arm that had been clearly
broken only amoment before. Ignoring her distaste, she probed him briefly, but the only pain that Tamas
was feding was from the thorns.

Tris, she asked, did you do that?
Do what? he asked.

When Tamas was thrown, he broke his arm. She sent Trisapicture of what Tamass arm had looked
like. Someone healed it. Was that you?

No. Therewas a pause and then Trissaid, | don't think that anyone here can use green magic; we
can usually recognize it in each other. | can usually also tell if someone has used green magic
recently, but | don't see it here. Human magicians can set a bone, using magic as a splint, but it
requires much power. Inefficient magicians, humans. Then he added thoughtfully, Just how strong is
this magician of yours?

He trained with the former ae 'Magi, answered Ridladowly. Can you tell if a human mage has



healed Tamas's arm?

A human mage can't heal the arm, explained Tris, he can only set it, like a splint made of magic.
He would have to constantly reinforce the spell, and if the magician fell asleep, the magic would
cease functioning—unless he used runes, and | could feel those. | can't feel any magic at all now,
but the only human magician I've been around was Trenna, the woman who bargained for my
service. She was only half-trained; | don't know if | could tell if a human mage was working magic

Ridlathought about what Tristold her. She wondered why Winterseine would be so concerned with
Tamass broken arm that he would drain his magic and pretend to hedl it when there was no oneto
impress but his servants—it seemed out of character from what she remembered of her master.

Ridlashivered, and speculated uneasily about magic, human and green. What kind of power, she
wondered, would the prophet of agod wield?

CHAPTER SEVEN

The stone wails of Lord Winterseine's keep loomed darkly over the party of tired riders.

Moonlight glinted off theivy gathered at the base of the outsde walls, lending an eerinessto the hold's
appearance.

Asthey crossed the drawbridge, Rialaglanced down into the dark waters of the moat that surrounded
the keep. The moat wasn't asrank as most of itskind; Winterseine had it drained once ayear and
cleaned of debrisso it smelled mainly of dgae and rotting plants, rather than less wholesome sawage.

The aged boards of the drawbridge creaked under the weight of the horses. The heavy chainsthat had
been used to lift the bridge in times past had fdlen limply into the moat, where they rusted and grew long
gringsof dgee.

The entrance to the keep was adequately defended by the heavy iron portcullis that blocked the
entrance. Asfar as Riallaknew, the ancient drawbridge had not been lifted this century. The keep was
small and strategicaly unimportant, so it had escaped most of the ravages of the Rethian wars. Few
robbers were desperate enough to take on the experienced fighters that manned the keep now that the
war was over, and Winterseine preferred to avoid the petty bickering and feuding that took up so many
landholders time and resources.

Ridlawas unable to repress a shudder asthe heavy ironwork of the portcullis dropped behind them,
trapping her ingde. For amoment shefdt afrantic urgeto fight againgt her bonds. She found hersdlf
reaching for Triss reassuring presence; knowing he was nearby made it easier to continue.

They rode directly to the keep entrance, where grooms waited to take the weary horses. While
Winterseine and the rest of the party stopped in the entrance hall, one of the guardsmen escorted Ridla
down the stone stairway that led to the holding cells. After making sure she had bread, water and straw
inthe small room, he removed the wrist manacles and |eft her done.

Moonlight drifted in through a small window near the ceiling; its degp-set iron bars crossed the pale stone
floor—a congtant reminder of the room's purpose. The sound of water lapping againgt rock drifted faintly
up from the deep hole undernesth the sanitation grate in the far corner of the cell.



Rialalooked around with dawning recognition. She'd been given the same holding cdll that sheld had
when they brought her here thefirgt time. For confirmation she knelt by the door and ran her fingers over
the stone nearby. Her searching fingers found the crude letters scratched in the granite. It was too dark
for her to read what was written there, even if some of the scratches hadn't been too faint to see—but
shedidn't need to read the words.

"I'sst vah han onafaetha," she spoke them softly, pronouncing them carefully, as her father had.
"Without faith thereisnothing.”

Until she'd become adave, they were the only written words she knew, athough she had spoken severa
languages. Her father had worn agold disk on achain; inscribed in the disk were those five words, the
motto of her clan.

"Thiswasthe cdl that they put meinthefirst time" she said without looking up, knowing that Triswas
behind her. "How did you comein?'

"Throughthewdl."
Ridlatwisted to look at the solid stonewall. Raising her eyebrows, shelooked at Tris.

He shrugged. "Stoneis not as easy for me to pass through as wood, but if you know how to ask it is not
impossible—just dow."

She nodded and rose to her feet, uncomfortable with her vulnerable position. "I'm glad you came.”
"Glad | followed you here, or glad | cameto your cell tonight?"

She smiled. "Both actudly. | needed to talk to you about Tamass arm. Can you think of any reason
Wintersaine would hedl it? | don't remember him ever working magic that. .. casudly.”

It was difficult to see detailsin the dark little room, but Ridlasaw him lift hisarm to his face and knew
Triswas rubbing his beard.

"If he weretrying to pass himself asa servant of Altis, he might do it to reinforce his pogtion,” he said
thoughtfully at last.

"Infront of agroup of guards, aservant and adave?' questioned Ridla

"Even s0," answered Tris. "'If | wanted to know something about anoble, thefirst peoplethat | would
ask would be his servants. If he has declared himsdf the Voice of Altis, then the people who must believe
in his position most fervently are his servants™

Ridlafdt something ingde her relax with Triss explanation: facing Winterseine was sufficiently daunting.
She would rather not worry about prophets and gods.

"Where did you leave your horse?"' she asked, kicking at the straw until it padded a section of floor.
"What horse?' Trisreplied.

"Youran?" hazarded Ridladoubtfully, looking at the heavily muscled heder. In her experience, runners
werent built like blacksmiths.

He smiled. "No. In the forest, there are other ways opened to those who know how to use the doors.”

"Magic?' asked Ridla, hiding ayawn behind her hand.



"Indeed," he nodded.

THE SUN WAS JUST UPWHEN A PAIR OF GUARDS CAME and escorted her to Isdic of
Winterseine's unoccupied study. They attached her leash to an e aborate bronze ring set in thewall and
|eft her done.

She sat on the floor and leaned againgt the wall. Aswith the holding cell, shedd been in thisroom before.
When adave was misbehaving, Winterseine had her brought here to hisroom for sentencing—but first
he made the dave wait.

The sounds of advancing footsteps woke Rialaup from her nap—she had stayed up too late talking with
Tris. Shewas thankful that she awoke before Winterseine had come into the room—the wait was
supposed to make her nervous, not deepy. She didn't want to enrage him pointlessly.

She was on her feet when the door opened to admit Winterseine. Docilely she kept her eyes on the floor
and her hands at her side.

"Well," said Wintersaine, hisvoice dmost apurr, "it's nice to have you back, Dancer. Tdl me, why did
you run away inthefirst place?Y ou knew that | would find you."

Ridlaanswered meekly, "Yes, Magter. | knew that you would find me. | am sorry that | ran—I was
frightened.”

"What frightened you, Little One?" Again hisvoice was soft, like a predator steding up onits prey.

Ridlafet thefirst twinge of fear—but it was adave'sfear and she was here by choice. The thought
steadied her. Just as she started to answer his question, Tris attempted to contact her.

Rialla, where are you?
Later, she snapped at him, and closed her mind tightly to his presence.

To Winterseine she said hesitantly, "One of the other davesthere, in the upper rooms of thetavernin
Kentar... shewaskilled that night. | saw them bring her body out.” She paused and framed her words
carefully out of truths. "The day before, the man who owned her was asking the barkegper how much it
would cost to buy me."

It had been idle speculation, acommon question rather than seriousintent, but the thought of being sold
was frightening to adave. Better the known evil, which one has gotten used to, than the unknown. Saves
aretaught to be afraid of the unknown.

"So you ran away, killing one of my people.”

"He gartled me," Ridla said tremuloudy, remembering the shock of the man's death. "1 pushed him and
he hit his head on something on thefloor. It wasdark and | couldn't tell what it was." She had hit him as
hard as she could with amallet that had been |eft in the stables. Sheld set the mallet near the body, and
left. But Winterseine would expect her to lie and she had to stay in character. . Therewas asquesk as
Winterseine settled himsdlf into the big, leather-covered chair behind hisdesk. Y ou killed himwith a

Ridlashook her head and looked frightened. A dave would never admit such acrime and Winterseine
knew it. "No," she said. "He hit hishead."



"You killed him," said the voice of the Master implacably. He might know that she wouldn't admit it, but
he gtill needed her to redize that she couldn't get away with lying to him. He didn't wait for her reply
again. Instead he asked adifferent question. "Where were you going?"'

Ridlashrugged helplesdy. "I don't know. Away, anywhere." That was true enough.
"Laeth said that he picked you up in the South. How did you get there?"

"After afew days, | don't know how long exactly, aman found me hiding under a bush. He took me and
sold me to amerchant who smuggled me out of Darran and sold me to another merchant who worked
the countriesin the Alliance." Though sdlling an escaped dave wasillegd, it was commonly done.

"| can't have daves escaping, Dancer." Wintersaine's voice was stern, but therewasregret in it as
well—afather talking to an errant child. It made Rialawant to retch.

"No, Magter," said Ridla submissvely, and the dave master sat back to contemplate her punishment.

The guard led her through amaze of hallways until he came to a place where there were two haf-sized
doors st into thewall a waist height. Riala could hear soft sobbing sounds coming from behind one of
the doors, and she watched apprehensively asthe guard did the bar off the other one. The door opened
to reveal adark hole even smaller than the door itself. A cobweb covered one corner and the guard
brushed it aside.

"Inwith you," he said. His manner wasn't threatening, but Rialahad no doubt that he waswilling to
enforce his command.

She entered the darkness as dowly as she could, wanting to give any insects the chance to get out of her
way. The opening wasn't quite tall enough for Riadlato crawl on her hands and knees, so she had to
squirm forward until her feet did through. The guard closed the door behind her and threw the bolt. Rialla
stretched out her hands and fdlt the end of the cell; it waslittle bigger than the coffin the Darranians used
to bury their dead.

For anorma human, such confinement would have been frightening. Ridlas avareness, though, wasn't
limited by the stone around her. She could tell when the guard |eft to find lunch, she could touch the terror
of the dave occupying the other cdll, and she could fed Trissimpatience as he waited for her to tell him
what was happening.

Rallal
Yes, she answered.
Areyou all right? Where are you?

She caught hisworry and sent back reassurances as she responded. I'min solitary. It's not so bad; he
had to do something for discipline and he doesn't like damaging his slavesif he can help it. |
thought that it would be worse.

I'll take your word for it, Trisanswered, | feel trapped inside these stone buildings humans like to
build; | wouldn't care to be enclosed in a smaller area. | think I'll go exploring today and see what
| can find out—call me if you need some company.

Where are you going to explore? Rialaasked curioudy. Hisface was known to Winterseine and afar
number of hisguards. If someone saw Triswandering through the castle, his presence might be
questioned.



[llusionis a simple enough magic, replied Tris, goparently having little trouble following her thoughts.
Not many people notice one more bench or decorative plant. A pictureformed in her mind of aplant,
smilar to those scattered about Westhold, and a battered bench.

What if someone triesto sit on you? questioned Riala, till feding uneasy at Triss ability to read
thoughts that she wasn't actively projecting.

That'swhy | prefer the plant when | can, but the bench has a rotted leg to discourage anyone who
might want to rest.

Luck to you, Tris, Ridlasad. Be careful .
| will, he assured her, withdrawing to alessintimate level.

The other dave was beginning to get frantic in the enclosed dark space. Out of alatent sense of
compassion and adesireto test her empathy further, Riadla decided to seeif she could help her fellow

penitent.

Patiently she worked through the fear of the other dave, sending peace and reassurance. Gradualy rid of
her fear, the woman was rocked by another emotion: hatred. Her emotion was strong, and it gave Ridla
aclear picture of thefocus of her hatred: Winterseine—hardly asurprise.

Unable to bear the contact any longer, Ridlawithdrew and struggled to rid herself of the resdue of the
dave'sfear and hatred. When she was cam, she steadied herself and projected the soothing peace that
would alow the other woman to deep. Gradudly the other dave allowed hersdf to be pacified and fell
into alight stupor.

It was |ate in the afternoon when Winterseine and two guards came to get her out. She crawled out of
her hole and stood blank-faced for hisinspection. He narrowed his eyes at her thoughtfully before leaving
her with the guards.

Ridlawatched as Winterseine did out the bar that held the other dave captive in the coffin-shaped hole.
Inthe rdative light of the hold hallway, Ridla could see that the other's skin was so dark it looked asif it
were carved from oiled ebony. Her features were fine-boned and her thick copper-colored hair hung
past her waist—another Easterner.

AsRidlalooked a the other dave closgly, she redized what Winterseine had seen to make him look so
thoughtful. Though the other dave'sface was as blank as Ridlas own, it was lined with exhaustion and
her hair was matted with sweet. Sight tremors shook her shoulders as she struggled to maintain the
passive stance that Riala had adopted. Rialaknew that she herself looked asif sheld been degpingina
cot dl afternoon.

"Take them to the baths and have them cleaned. Return the dark oneto her classesin the blue room.
Take the dancer back to her cell,” ordered Winterseine briskly, and the guards led the daves avay.

In aclean tunic and freshly washed hair, Rialafound hersdf back in thelittle cell shed spent the night in.
Therewasamed of bread and fruit waiting for her. Sheleft thefood whereit was, waiting for Tristo
come and eat with her.

Daylight camein from the high window, and the bars | eft their shadows on the walls rather than the floor.
Ridlapaced for awhile before retreating to the accustomed discipline of the exercises that had become
second nature to her as both dancer and horse trainer.

If she were going to have to dance very often, she might aswell be in shapefor it, she decided ruefully.



Her bad leg was tight and she babied it through, hoping that she wasn't doing it more harm than good.

When she wasfinished, there was sweat running down her back, but she wasn't overly tired. Into her
right hand she poured alittle of the cool water from the ewer that had been left with her food. She
splashed the water on her face and dried it off with the bottom of her tunic.

Bored, she sat beside the fresh straw and began to braid it as her mother had taught her to fashion
horsehair rope. The straw was bulkier and not so strong, and the rope kept breaking before she got very
far, but it was something to do.

Shewas beginning to eye the bread wistfully, when she redlized that Triswas very near. Shenoticed a
change in the stone near the top of the cell by the window. It looked at first asif the stone were growing.
The granite blocks and the mortar between them bulged out in alump roughly the size of aman's body.
Thelump did gradually lower until the bottom of it rested on the ground. Slowly Trispulled free of the
rock, hisbody and features became digtinct. The color of the stone gradualy left his skin and clothing,
and Tris stood brushing dust off histunic and breeches.

"Better you than me" commented Ridla

"What?Y ou mean passing through the stone? It's not that bad—granite's kind of scratchy, though. |
prefer marble or obsidian, but granite's more common.”

Ridlalaughed a his serioustone.
"So," shesad, "how did your exploraions go?'

"Fine," hereplied, rubbing his beard asif it itched. "I didn't see anything unusua except the number of
cats here."

Rialanodded and grabbed a piece of fruit. "Most castles have alot of cats. They keep down therat
population." She bit into the tart apple and sighed with gppreciation. Sianim was too warm to get really
good apples.

"No, | mean alot of cats. Someone hereredly likesthem." Tris sat with hisback againgt thewall. "How
wasyour day in solitary?'

Ridlagave arueful shrug. "Not bad, better than tomorrow will be. There was another dave from the East
there, but | didn't get any useful information out of her."

"What do you mean better than tomorrow?" Tris hadn't been moving before, but now he was till, likea
predator who has scented his prey.

Ridlafinished the apple and put the core back on the tray. " Do you want something to eat?
Trisshook his head without losing hisair of intengty. "I'm fine. What about tomorrow?"

Shetore off some bread and stood leaning againgt the wall. When she was through with her piece, she
sadwryly, "I'minfor it. | was stupid and forgot that | was supposed to ook abused after aday in
solitary. Now he'sgot to find another punishment.” She sighed drally, trying to soothe him as shefdt his
anger rise. "'l guess | was never meant to be aspy.”

"What will he do?" asked Trisagain, grim-voiced.

She shook her head. "I have no idea. Don't worry, it probably won't be anything too painful—he doesn't



want to ruin hisdave. He hasto maintain afine balance: too little disciplineis disastrous, but too much
disciplinewill bregk the spirit and ruin adancer.”

Trislooked down at the floor and asked, "Doesit bother you to be adave again?'

Ridlaglanced at his hands, which were clenched around hisleft knee. He was having aharder time with
her endavement than she was. She paused thoughtfully for amoment before she answered, hoping that
she could make him understand. "I would have thought it would, but it doesn't. | guessit makesa
difference that it was my decision to come back. | chooseto act like adave, so they can't make mefed
like one. Does that make sense?'

He looked a bit baffled so she added, "A dave has no power to make decisions; | do." Thinking about
tomorrow, she smiled with little humor. "1 haveto live with the resultstoo."

The next morning, when the guards came, Ridlawas awake and ready for them. She wasn't taken to
Winterseine thistime, but to the castle punishment chamber.

The chamber wasin alight and sunny areain the corner of the main floor of the castle. Both of the
windows were low enough to get anice view of one of the walled gardens behind the castle. Clear glass
was expensive, so the windows were barred and opento the air.

Ridlasupposed that the windows were there to remind the prisoners that there was aworld outside, and
to keep them from succumbing to the hopel essness that made them die too soon under the torturer's
knife. From the despair she read in the few moments before she pulled her shidldsdl theway up, she
could have told Winterseine that he was wasting hiswindows.

The guards attached her tether to awall and |eft her done with the other prisoners, none of which were
daves. She had never been in thisroom; Ridlahad been atractable dave before she escaped.

Theleash was aformality without the arm restraints— she could have taken it off with very little
effort—but she was supposed to be a good dave. There were no guards, just the prisoners attached to
thewadl with heavy manacles.

Heavy canvas curtains blocked off the business end of the chamber. Riallawas just as glad not to have to
look at the arcane devices responsble for the human wrecks that moaned pitifully where they hung like
SO many carcasses a a butcher's shop.

As shewalited, Riallabecame more and more agitated. The unpleasant emotions that pervaded the
chamber were so strong she couldn't block them completely. They served to reinforce her apprehension.
She got to her feet and paced back and forth to relieve her tension and keep her from tearing her collar
off and running to Sianim asfast as she could.

Several men entered the chamber talking and laughing. One of them came up to her and unfastened her
lead from the wall. He stank like swesat and other people'sterror, and couldn't keep his handsto himself.

Ridladidnt struggle, and eventudly hetired of hisfun and blindfolded her with astrip of cotton cloth
stained with dirt and dried blood. She followed the tug on her leash, sumbling blindly over the uneven
floor. She hit her shin against a piece of wood and decided that it must have been agtair, because she
was lifted up a short distance and put back on her feet on top of some sort of platform.

He pushed her backwards until her shoulders pressed against abar of wood that moved dightly when
shetouched it. Shefelt the jerk at her neck as he attached her collar tightly to the bar. Her aramswere
pulled up over her head and tied to another bar that seemed to be both higher and farther away than the



first. A thick strap was secured around her waist.

Ridlaheard agroaning sound as the bars took her weight and her feet were dowly drawn off the floor.
As her back arched against her support, she redlized that she wastied to alarge whedl. It stopped
turning and her legs were pulled back and attached to another bar on the whed.

When the man was satisfied that she was secure, he groped her one last time and went on to his next job.
She couldn't close her earsto the noises in the chamber nearly aswell as she could close her mind to the
suffering that spawned them. Shefound hersalf wishing that they would punish her and get it over with.

Findly, there was a creak as the mechanism that turned the whedl was unlocked. Slowly she was pulled
up and over thetop of it. The whedl made an odd noise, but before Rialawas able to figure out what the
sound was, her head wasimmersed in cold water.

The shock made her gasp, and she came out of the water choking and spitting out the fluid she'd
swallowed. She was disoriented, and her head hit the water again before she was ready. Shewas
underwater the third time when sheredized that the whedl wasn't being turned at asteady rate that she
could gauge. She gagged and spat out the water that she had tried to breathe. The distraction caused her
concentration to fail, and the strength of the shield that kept out the emotions flooding the chamber faded.

As soon as her barriers weakened, Ridlagot afull dose of the torment of the other victimsin the cell.
She gtarted to scream and her head was forced underwater again. Thistime the trip through the water
was so dow that she started to black out before her nose broke the surface again. The wheel stopped to
let her catch her breath, and she managed to close most of her barriers again as she choked and fought
franticdly for air.

Tris. Shedidn't redly expect to be able to touch him without dropping her shields more than she could in
thisroom. She was surprised when she got an answer.

Rialla? She could read the concern in hisreply as he caught the edge of her desperation.

The whed began to move again, and involuntarily she struggled againgt the ropesthat held her. She
started to tell him what was going on, but she couldn't form any coherent messages before she was under
the water again.

Rialla! The demand in histone brought her back to herself, and she struggled to communicate what she
needed.

Talk to me... The struggle to keep from bresthing theicy water grew more difficult. Please... | need
you to give me something to concentrate on... Her face was numbed by the cold, and it was getting
hard to tell when she was out of the water.

It wasn't until her forehead started under again that she realized that she'd held her breath too long. She
managed to grab a quick breath before water closed over her mouth.

Rialla? What ... He stopped, and she could fed him forcibly restrain himself. Sowly, asif hewere
reciting out loud, he sent her what she'd requested. Black cherry root, otherwise known as nightshade
or belladonna, can be used as a sedative or pain reliever in small enough doses...

She gragped onto hiswordslike alifdine, usng them to cam herself, much asamonk chants himsdf into
atrance. Shedidn't care what he said, aslong as he kept talking.

He seemed to sense what she needed and kept up a steedy flow of information. She found that she could
use him to block out the feedback she was getting from the other occupants of the chamber. Once she



was camer and not feeling other people's emotions, Ridlacould tel when she was about to be
submerged.

Triskept talking, but she didn't redlly hear the words. Gradually, she was able to sense the water before
it touched her. There was something odd about that, but she wasin no state to decide what that was.
Once shethought that Triswarned her, but that was ridiculous—she could tell that he was somewherein
the upper levels of the hold.

When they finally pulled her off, shewastoo dizzy to stand up, and the guards carried her back to her
cdl. Shedidn't op Triss steady voicein her mind, drawing strength from his presence. Therewasa
towel and dry clotheswaiting for her on the straw. Shaking with cold, she rubbed herself with thick
cotton materia until only her hair was damp, then put on the dry tunic.

... acids that the flowering coralis uses to digest its prey can also be used to dissolve warts and...

Tris? Ridlainterrupted wearily as she sumbled to the pile of straw. Thanks. You can stop now. I'm
back in the cell.

To her surprise he didn't ask anything, just said, I'm coming.

Rialladrew up her legs and wrapped her arms around them, resting her cheek againgt her knee. She
couldn't seem to get warm. She didn't watch thistime when Tris came through the wall—once was

enough.

"Areyou dl right?Isthisthe end of it?" Triss voice sounded soft and dangerous, but when he touched
her shoulders, warmth flowed from his hands.

Ridlaturned her head to give him atired smile and said hoarsely, "I think so. There's no reason for
anything more. Thanksfor the help.”

"Good," he sad, ignoring her thanks.

As she quit shivering, he pulled away and began pacing restlessly. Ridlacould fed hisagitation, but only
distantly through the curtain of her exhaustion. She lowered her head to her knees and closed her eyes.
Somehow it wasn't worth the effort to open them again. Shefell adeep and woke up done early inthe
morming.

Swest gathered in the small of Rialas back as she worked with fourteen other davesto perform the
combinations cdled out by the dancemaster. This man was new to her, athough he seemed experienced.
When the daves were through with hisworkout, they would be warmed up and limber, but not overly
tired.

Deliberately taking deep, even breaths through her nose, Ridlapulled her good leg behind her, until the
hedl touched the back of her head, and counted the drumbesats silently, trying to ignore the burning in her
bad thigh asit supported her weight.

She switched legs, but couldn't make her bad leg stretch the few extrainchesto touch. The burning
increased and she was afraid that she would tear the wound open, so shelet it relax alittle further, awvare
that the dancemaster stood near her. When the combination was finished, the master called for arest and
the daves dropped to the mats.

He examined the narrow red line that marked her leg where the swamp beast had dashed her.
"Bendit." hesad shortly.



At hiscommand, sheflexed her leg asfar as she could and released it.

He grunted, "Winterseine says that you are dready afine dancer. That being the case, | would keep you
off that leg for another month, but he has decided that you are to dance with the advanced group. | want
you to takeit easy, but if Winterseine iswatching you'd better not be favoring it. He doesn't believein
giving woundstimeto hed; saysthat it makes for easy excuses."

Startled that the dancemaster would criticize Winterseine to adave, Rialamerely nodded. She watched
him walk to the center of the wooden floor and clap his hands once, and the workout resumed. Minding
the dancemagter's words, she babied her |eft leg and kept a sharp eye out for Winterseine.

The other girlswerewary of her and made no moveto greet her on the rest breaks. Rialasat quietly a
little gpart from the others, but close enough to listen to the other daves gossp softly together.

Most of what they said was unimportant; they were too conscious of Rialato talk about Lord
Wintersaine or anything e seinteresting enough to get them into trouble should the Master hear about it. If
she continued being unobtrusive, they would forget her, but it was going to taketime.

With asigh, Ridlarelaxed and closed her eyes. Carefully she lowered her defenses and reached out
lightly. As shedid s0, she heard one of the daves giggle. She focused on that one and caught a picture of
Terran, dtered by the dave's perception of him—Riallaknew he wasn't that good-looking.

The dave had seen him recently in intimate circumstances and enjoyed every minute. Rialawithdrew
hastily before she received atouch by touch outline of the dave's experiences at the hands of
Winterseine's son. Just before she pulled back completely, she caught something, animage... of acat, a
blue cat.

It was dark when she was returned in a clean tunic to the holding cell. Although practicewasdoneina
one-piece garment that left most of the body bare, it wastoo cold to wear dl thetime, so aclean tunic
was dso supplied daily. Her hair was freshly washed and braided negtly, brushing the top of her
shoulders.

As soon asthe guard |eft, Riadlalay face down on the cool stonefloor.
"Tired?" asked Trisin avoicethat didn't carry beyond the room.

She didn't bother lifting her head, just did it back and forth againgt the floor. "I'm too old for this. The
other girlsare just babies, and they're in much better shapethan | am. Let'sgo back to Sanimand I'll St
inarocking chair and embroider tablecloths.”

Two hands touched her back and caressed the sore muscles there. She moaned weskly and folded her
armsto cushion her face as the stiffness eased with magical swiftness.

"Do you embroider?’ Trisasked with interest.
"No," shereplied, "and maybe, just maybe, if you keep that up | won't haveto learn.”

He laughed, started on her lower back and said in conversational tones, "'l found out some interesting
information today." He stopped kneading and began thumping her with the sides of handsinstead.

"Fromwhat |'ve overheard." he continued, "L ord Winterseine hasindeed been traveling to the other sde
of the Swamp. He kegps aship at asmall harbor near the Southern Seathat he usesto sail to the East.
For the past Six years he has spent at |east four months ayear there, except last year, when his son made
thejourney done. What was that?"



"Mmpft," she said obscurdly, then managed, "Tri... hiss... sstop... it!"
He quit pounding on her and sat on hishedls.

She gave him anarrow-eyed look, twisting her head so she could see over her shoulder, and said with
mock affront, "Thanks. Maybe we should have sent you here on your own. All that I've managed to learn
today isthat I'm out of shape.”

"Touchy aren't you?" he protested with a hint of laughter. "I thought ahold of this size might have some
work for ajourneyman woodcrafter." Abruptly hisfeatures sharpened, and his beard disappeared; his
clothing changed, becoming heavier to keep out sawdust. Tris never paused in his speech, but his accent
vanished. "It seemsthat the old one died last season and his apprentice left for the city. | spent the day
repairing cabinetsin the kitchens. The cook likesto gossip, especialy with anear equd.”

Rialaeyed him with some respect. If she hadn't seen it hersalf, she would have sworn that she was
talking to amiddle-class Darranian craftsman.

"How did you explain your lack of tools?" she asked.

Helooked sad. "1 was stopped by bandits on my travels. They took everything | owned. Isn't it
miraculous that the old woodcraftsman died without heirs, so histools were |eft here?"

He dropped theilluson and continued, "I aso accidently hit my thumb with my hammer; even the best
craftsman does so occasionaly. | swore, using a certain god's name, and was hushed by a number of
horrified people, including the spit boy."

Ridladilled. "l thought | wasinsane when it first occurred to me that there might be aconnection. But |
can't imagine another household in Darran that would be worried if astranger used Altissname asa
curse”" Shelooked at Tris. "Don't look so smug, it doesn't suit you."

He laughed and went to work on her legs.

"Tris?" she asked.

"Hmm?" he grunted absently, working on the back of her bad leg.

"Did you say something about there being alot of cats here?’

"Hmm," hesaid again. "Yes, not just in the lower floors, but al over the castle. Why do you ask?!

She shook her head and closed her eyes. "'l don't know... but one of the daves was thinking about cats
today. It wasin an odd context..." She shrugged. "It was probably nothing, but it seemed strange.”

The next day was more of the same. When Rialareturned from the long day of workouts, Tristold her
what he had learned as he loosened her muscles. He was much better than the masseuse that had aturn
a all the daves before they bathed. Part of that was because, adthough he never commented on the
various bruises acquired from the dancemaster's staff, he healed them partialy, so they were much less
panful.

Tris had spent most of the day listening to servants gossip. Heldd found that, though Lord Winterseine had
earned agreat deal of money from training daves, he brought back even more from histripseast. The
exotic dark-skinned daves were in demand, and in Darran they brought in two or three times more gold
than other daves.



For her part, Ridlahad learned nothing new. Working daves might be agood source of information, but
dancersin training had limited exposure to the world outside. The dancemaster might have known
something, but his emotions were spared for his obsession with dance, and his unemotiona thoughts on
other matters were hisown.

When Trisfinished with her massage, Riadlafet like aboneless mass of rdlaxed muscles resting facedown
on the straw. Tris seated himself againgt one of the walls and snatched an gpple, biting into it with obvious
enjoyment. At the sound, Ridla sat up and took a hard roll from the basket out of which Tris had gotten

hisapple.
They ate in companionable slence for awhile. Trisfinished the gpple and threw it down the corner grate.

He danted Ridlaan oddly solemn look and then said, "I haven't spent much time among the nobility in
Darran, much less around daves. Y ou have an expression that you use when you are impersonating a
dave, but it isdifferent from the expression that the davesin the keep use."

The bread in Rialas mouth was fresh and sweet, but she had to force it down to talk. She bowed her
head and knew that the dave's mask that he'd asked her about was frozen on her face. Finally she said,
"Winterseine would tell you that there are two kinds of davesin Darran. Thefirst isapleasure dave, a
bedmate. Most men prefer to have their longtime bedpartners compliant and smiling, acting asif thelr
duties are pleasurable. Force isfine occasiondly, but it takes energy. Pleasure daves are punished if they
do not at least feign enjoyment of their duties.”

She swdlowed, feding Trissfocused attention. "Dancers, like me, are usudly not owned by anindividud
for his persond use; the term that dave trainers use for them is 'exotics.’ Dancers are expensive becauise
they take timeto train and require a certain amount of ability. They are owned by taverns, clubs and
brothels.”

Ridlalooked at her half-eaten roll without interest and continued to speek. "Savetrainersbelievethat a
davethat has been turned into a pleasure dave has no spirit, no individuaity. A dancer requiresacertain
amount of independence and arrogance.”

"Y ou sad that dave trainers believe that. What about you?'

Rialashrugged. "A dave has no spirit, no individudity. It doesn't matter if sheisadancer or apleasure
dave. A davefedswhat sheistold shefeds, and does what sheistold to do. Dancersfollow the pattern
established for them just as the pleasure daves do. The pattern is no better or worse, just different.”

"I'm sorry," said Tris softly.
Ridlatossed him alopsided smile, and took another bite of the bread. "Don't be. It's hardly your fault.”

After acouple of days of working out, Riallafound that she wasn't quite So worn out a night, but Tris
continued to act as masseur. Under his minigtration, the stiffnesswas leaving her bad leg, until she could
dretch it out dmost asfar as her good leg. They had been discussing what he found while he kneaded
and pulled until shewas aslimp asalump of bread dough left to rise, but this night he was quiet.

"What'swrong?' she asked finally, keeping her facein her arms. She could fed hisdistress at the edge of
her awareness, but didn't want to pry without permission.

"Nothing," he said. "This place oppresses me. The cold stone keeps out the sun'swarmth and light.” He
paused. "l thought about what you told me last night.”

"Do your people own daves?



"No," he said. "But we knew about it. A dave came to the enclave once, seeking sanctuary. | understand
that some of the religious communes offer ahiding place for daves. Minedid not. The dave was held until
the owners could collect her."

"Wasthat your decison?"' questioned Ridla, trying to get at what bothered him. She could sense his guilt,
that held violated his sense of right and wrong, but she didn't know how to help.

"No. | opposed the decision—for the wrong reasons.” Straw rustled as he moved away. "'l felt that the
commune had cometo its decison from fear of discovery rather than out of any reasoned discussion. |
was right, but too young to understand that there was never any other motivation for what the enclave
did. The elders had offended my bdlief in them. | was more concerned with that than with the poor girl
who rode off in chains™

That bothered him, she could tell, but it wasn't the cause of hisdisquiet.

"Y ou're doing something about it now,” shesaid, findly stting up so she could see him. "Evenif davery
continues for another five centuries, you are doing something about it."

He stood with his back to her, inthe faint area of fading light.
"Am|?" hesaidinan oddtone. "Yes, | supposel am."

He swung around and approached her, gesturing for her to take her former prone position. "I'll loosen
that muscle in your back and tell you about what | learned today. Do you know the ideograph that
belongsto Altis?'

Ridlarolled facedown again. She could fed his pain, guilt and remorse churning strong enough to make
butter; but she didn't know what to do about it. She wasn't sure that he knew how easily she read
him—it wasn't deliberate on her part. She didn't want him to think that she wasimpinging on his privacy,
30 she alowed him to change the subject.

"l don't know anything about Altis, except that he was one of the old gods.”

"Shame onyou," he reprimanded in hisbest heder voice. "Altiswasthelord of the night. It'sin his
shadows that the hunted escapes the hunter's dinner table. He was one of the benevolent gods. Not only
did he refrain from tormenting humans when he was bored, asafair number of them did, but he actually
was known to interfere with other gods at their sport.”

"What of the folk that weren't human—the shape-shifters, the selkies, and the. .. the sifs.”

"Sylvans" corrected Trisdryly, as he sarted to put pressure on the muscle in her lower back. "We were
the children of the gods themsealves, and better able to defend oursalves. We could call more readily on
our parent god. Naden, thelord of the forest, fathered the sylvans, Torrec, the huntress, bore the
shapeshifters; Kirsa, goddess of the waves, bore the selkies. All of them minor powers, but strong
enough to keep the othersfrom lightly playing their gameswith us. Now, wherewasl..."

"Altis"" said Ridla. in avoice that was more of amoan as he caught just the right place.

"Yes, Altis. Hisideograph isthat of astylized cat Sitting on its haunches with its body in profile, and its
head full face and lowered—"

"With afive-pointed star in the middle of itsforehead, and in the center of the star alarge emeradd,”
interrupted Ridla



"I don't know about the emerald,” said Tris, "but thereis afive-pointed star. Where did you see it?"
"One of thedaves" said Ridla. " She was thinking about it."
"One of the daves you dance with?" asked Tris.

"Yes' replied Ridla, smiling at the floor. "It was easy to pick up since she remembered it with some. ..
er... fervor.”

"The dave was afollower of Altis?'

Rialalaughed despite hersdf. "No, actualy I'm not sure how the cat cameinto it; shewas remembering a
glorious night of passion. | can assure you that it had nothing in common with reigious devotion.”

Trissnorted. ™Y ou obvioudy haven't met the same sorts of religious zedotsthat | have."
"Y ou did have something in mind when you brought up thiscat?' asked Ridla

"Yes, though it haslost what little import it had. | was asked to eval uate the chances of saving awooden
screen in one of the rooms on the upper floor of the castle. Once past the public rooms, thereisn't a
room in the castle that isfree of that cat."

Ridlathought, then said, "To convince the servants? As with Tamass broken arm?”
"Then why would they be only on the private floors?"

"l can answer that," said Ridla "Asadavetrader, Winterseine dedl s frequently with Southerners,
merchants who would deep in the guest quarters on thefirst floor. Thereisanew religion in the South; it
was beginning to evolve when | traveled there with my clan. They worship someonethey call the
All-Mother. I don't know much more about them, except that they would certainly not do businesswith a
heathen who worshipped dead gods.”

A peaceful slence descended, and Ridlareaxed into the rhythm of Triss movements as he loosened her
tight legs. "Tel me something about your people, Tris."

She could fed him hesitate. "It isforbidden for one of usto tell an outsider about... Ah, well now, |
supposethat | no longer haveto listen to the dictates of the elders.” He thought for amoment.

"Long time past, humans were only aminor part of aworld ruled by green magic." Hisvoicetook ona
classic story-tdling rhythm, though a bit hesitant, asif he were trandating as he spoke. "There were the
little folk: the butterfly-winged people who played over the winds, and the stone workers who preferred
the shadows of evening to the light of day. The forest people, sylvans, dryads, shapeshifters, haunted the
woods and fought for territory. They al spoke to the spirits of the trees and the animals.

"The green folk, though, like the gods whose children they are, do not propagate well, and humans began
to overrun their part of the world. Asthey spread into our territories, the dryads welcomed them as they
did dl things, while the other folk retrested and watched. First came the traders, then the wizardswho
sought to learn the secrets of our magic, but it was the farmers who spelled the end of the reign of green

magic.

"They tore up theland and cut down the forests; the spirits of the trees cried out, crippling those tied too
closely with earthmagic. They settled theland, driving thelittle folk underground and forcing us further

and further into the forests of the far north, where green magic ruled the strongest. There was not enough
room therefor dl. The earthmasons retreated below ground. The shapeshifters retreated into themselves.



The sylvans hid where no one would think to look: among the humans themselves. Only the dryads
remained, the few the rape of the land had left. For them came the davers, and the dryads disappeared
into the East.

"When the human wizards began to vie with one another for power and Nevra Forest became the glass
desert, the last of the dragonkind vanished in the winds."

Trisalowed hisvoiceto darken dramaticaly. "But sometimes, empath, among the humansis born the
legacy of the dryads. Green-eyed or amber-eyed like their distant kin, these can touch the spirits of the
trees and the beasts and the deegpest souls of mankind.”

Ridlaturned and narrowed her clear, green eyes at his gray-green, innocent gaze.
He laughed, unimpressed.
Something that had been nagging at her for awhile chose that moment to crystdlize.

"Tris?' she asked softly. "In your story you said it was the Wizard's Wars that destroyed the dragons. Is
thet true?'

"I don't know... not having been there mysalf. The legends say that dragons are creatures of magic rather
than just users of it. The wars disturbed the flow of magic and dragons were no more... or so say the
legends.”

Therewas something in his voice that prompted her to ask further, "Y ou don't seem convinced that the
legends aretrue.”

"Wadl, you see" began Tris, starting on her other foot, "l saw adragon once.”

Later that night, Tris stood aonein the darkness of the forest that stood near Winterseine's keep. He
leaned hisforehead against an oak, but could draw no comfort there, for the oak couldn't change the
impulsive action that caused the cold breath of guilt on his conscience.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Thelabyrinth that served as the government building in Sanim was deserted & this hour of the night, but
when Ren stepped inside his office, he waited until the door was shut behind him before removing the
shade that muted the light from hislantern.

Pushing aside afew books, he cleared space on his desk for the lantern. Before leaving thisevening at
the usud time, held taken the precaution of pulling the heavy curtains across hiswindow so that no one
would see the light from the outside. He wasn't realy concerned with secrecy or he never would have
chosen his office astonight's meeting place, but it was his nature aswell as his profession to keep as
much information to himsdf aspossible.

A disurbanceintheair currents, and awhiff of sweet perfume informed the Spymaster before he turned
around that hisvigitor was here.

Kisrah a€Magi, once aminor Rethian lord and now the Archmage, made an impression upon everyone
he met. Ren had never actualy seen the Archmage before, but he had heard enough about him that he
wasn't unduly surprised by the magician's distinctive appearance.



Kisrah's hat was a deep purple that contrasted negtly with the light pink of the long fluffy feather that
curled from the hat's brim to his shoulders. The deeves of hislavender overcoat were heavily
embroidered with gold thread, as were his shoes and gloves. A gold-and-amethyst earring pierced his | eft
e

Helooked young to Ren's jaded eye, too young to hold the power he wielded, but many of the more
powerful wizards were that way. Someone less observant than Ren might have dismissed the Archmage
as an overdressed fop, overlooking the keen intelligence that lurked in his dark eyes. Lord Kisrah had
made good use of his power in the decade he'd been Archmage.

"Lord Kigrah," said Renin awelcoming tone. "It ismogt kind of you to agree to come here.”

"Spymaster,” replied Lord Kisrah with atouch of humor in hisvoice. "How could | refuse when your
invitation was o unique? | had no ideathat my misiresss gardener was a Sianim spy until heinvited me
to meet with you here. Not that | am offended by it. | had begun to worry that you did not deem me
important enough to spy upon.”

Ren smiled at him, aremarkably open expression on the Spymaster'sface. "1 do have other spiesin your
household; otherwise | would have found another method of getting amessage to you. The wizards
council would not have caled you asaeMagi if you could be so easily disregarded.”

"l am flattered,” returned Kisrah, with an answering smile. "1 suspect that you had another reason for
asking me here.”

Ren nodded and gestured Kisrah to a chair that he had cleared of debrisearlier intheday. The
Archmage ignored the dust and sat, crossing his extended legs at the ankles. Ren pulled his chair out from
behind his desk and sat facing Kisrah.

"Areyou familiar with what is happening on the other side of the Great Swamp?' questioned Ren.

Kisrah nodded. "Y ou are not the only one with spies. Unfortunately, | did not become aware of the
Stuation until someone started expending agreet dea of magic at the Swamp with the intention of
clearing the old road.

"My sources say that there will be an invasionary force through the road by next spring at the latest.
There was some thought that the wizards council should force a confrontation before the road is cleared,
but | vetoed it." The magician leaned forward. "I reminded them of the Wizard Wars and the destruction
that they caused. Whoever is opening the Swamp is very powerful. A direct attack on him before we
know what heis capable of could have disastrous results.”

"What do you know of the Eastern magician?' asked Ren.

Lord Kisrah shook his head. "Not much. He claimsto be the speaker for one of the old gods and uses
religion to ease his conquests.”

"Then | might be of some service," offered Ren.
Lord Kisrah leaned back in his chair and said, "How much will it cost?"

"Nothing," answered Ren in dightly affronted tones. "If you can take care of the wizard, you are welcome
todl theadthat | can giveyou.”

The Archmage raised his browsin mock astonishment. "This must be anew policy. Well be paying
Sanim for cleaning the Uriah out of the a€Magi's castle for the next twenty years."



Ren shrugged. "That was different. The Voice of Altisisathreat tousall.”

"And Uriah aren't?' muttered the Archmage, but he'd regained his smile. " So, what knowledge do you
possess regarding this man?'

"He'sfrom thisside of the Swamp," said Ren. "My informantsin the East have confirmed it. | didn't
contact you then, because | had no ideawho it was. Y esterday, though, one of my people returned from
amisson in Darran. While he was there, he inadvertently ran across some information indicating that the
sorcerer we arelooking for might be Lord Winterseine."

"Isdic?" asked Lord Kisrah increduloudly, then he nodded his head more thoughtfully. "Heis powerful
enough in hisown right, and I've heard rumors that he dabbled in forbidden magic—the only thing that
kept him out of the council was those rumors.”

"l had heard"—Ren coughed discreetly: the wizards council wasinfamousfor its obsession with
secrecy— "that if you knew who the renegade wizard was, you, as Archmage, could control him.”

"Now, | wonder where you heard that,” commented Kisrah, but with no redl offense. "1 am sorry that in
thisingtance your information isincorrect. The Master Spells might have dlowed meto control him, but
they have been logt.”

Ren drew in hisbreath in shock. "What?" It had been along time since someone had managed to shock
the Spymadter.

Lord Kisrah shrugged, leaning back in the chair and closing his eyes wearily. "In the spellbook of the
aeMagi there are symbol s that cannot be redrawn. These are necessary to the spalls castings. After
Geoffrey, my predecessor, died,” Kisrah's voice echoed with remembered sorrow, "we found the
Archmage's spellbook, but someone had been there before us and removed the pages that held the
Magter Spdlls.”

The Archmage opened hiseyesto look a Ren. "It ispossblethat Isdic, Lord Winterseine, took the
pages. He was afriend of the late Archmage, and would know whereto look."

Ren drummed hisfingers on the arms of his chair and swore softly to himsdf. "What you are saying isthat
someone else, possibly Winterseine, could cast the Master Spells and hold all the wizards under his
power?'

Kisrah shook his head. "No. Not yet, at least. The council holds the method of working the spellsin
another grimoire. As soon aswe found that the symbols were missing, we hid the rest of the spellsina
safe place. No one can get to them now without aerting the council. 1t's been ten years and no one has
tried to get to the second book."

"Why not destroy the second part of the spell?' asked Ren softly.

"The spdlls were developed to keep magicians from each other's throat. Without them, there is no check
on the behavior of the mages. | don't think that we need another glass desert,” replied Kisrah.

Ren snorted. "1 think you magicians exaggerate the importance of the Wizard Wars. It can be more
dangerous to have the wrong person command absolute control of al magiciansthan to havethe
possibility of abattle between wizards."

" 'Y ou magicians?' queried the Archmage softy. "Don't you mean ‘we magicians?'

Ren gtared at him for aminute, then smiled reluctantly. " So that's why you choseto tell me so much. How



did you find out about it?'

Lord Kisrah returned the smile. "Old Aurock used to brag about you. She said that you were one of the
few apprentices sheld ever had who knew when to quit. | will see what can be done to confirm
Wintersaine'sinvolvement. The council will then decide whét to do about him. I'll keep you informed.”

He was gone with the dight disturbance of air that accompanied magica teleportation. Alone, Ren
looked into the shadowsin the corner of his office for sometime, before he left, shutting the door quietly
behind him.

RIALLA LAY FLAT ON HER BACK, PRETENDING TO BE more winded than she was. No one
would bother her if they thought she was resting, and she could tap into the emotions around her without
worrying that she would be interrupted.

Sheld been herelong enough that some of the other daves had made overtures of friendship, though
nothing obvious enough that the dancemaster would see: awink while she listened to the dancemaster's
impatient scolding, ahand helping her find atowe to wipe her face in the bathhouse. Sheld forgotten how
warming such small acts of support could be; sheld wanted fervently to forget everything about davelife.

Though in most respects the classes were not as bad as she had expected, in some waysthey were
worse. The hardest memory of davery that Riala had to bear was not the lack of freedom; it wasthe
lack of desiring freedom.

By thetimethat Ridlahad been adavefor ayear, shelived for the dance, and practiced far into the
night. She'd known that she owed obedience to any freeman, but among the society of the daves shed
been specia. Sheld been the best of the dancersthat 1sdic owned, and sheé'd taken prideiin it.

Lying on her back with the swest drying dowly in the heat of summer, Riala supposed that she owed a
debt to Lord Jarroh. If she had not felt his dave's painful death on the night of her escape, shewould
probably still be dancing in one of Winterseine's clubs. A wry smiletwisted her lips. now shewasaspy
dancing a Winterseineg's home estate. The sound of the dancemaster's hands clapping together brought
her to her feet before she opened her eyes.

The dancemaster was working one of the standard dances that the daves would be expected to learn. It
was common fare, something that even the Darranian ladies could watch. It was also impressive and,
with the right costuming, highly erotic; auseful addition to any dave dancer's repertoire. Hed been
teaching sections of it all week; today he called on Sorato dance it from beginning to end.

Sorareminded Riallamore than any of the others of the dave she had been. Like Ridlahersdlf, Sorahad
the advantage of being tall and willowy, alowing her to appear more graceful. She was very good, and
driven to be even better. Her competitiveness drove her to conquer more and more difficult moves as she
labored diligently to please her masters.

It made Ridlas skin crawl with unwanted memories. Sheld tried to forget that she had been like that:
driven to exceed the expectations of her master, to be agood dave. It made her dmost physicaly ill to
watch Soragtrain for the perfect motion of her hand.

She had been careful not to appear to be achalengeto Sora; the girl didn't need any more
encouragement in her effort. Riala used the dancemaster's permission to go easy on her leg to restrict
hersdlf to lesser moves.



Ridlaknew the dance dready, but she stood with the rest while Sora performed it from beginning to end.
The younger dave was good, but not quite quick enough on the turns, and she didn't have the experience
to bring out theimplicit eroticism.

When Sorawas finished, the dancemaster nodded at Ridla. She understood his reasoning for having her
dance second. Although Rialaknew the dance, Sora had proven hersdlf the better dancer and would
givethe others something to strivefor.

Ridlabegan her dance, making sure that her gestures were atouch cruder than Soras, her moves more
hesitant. Because she ddliberately held herself back, she wasfar into the dance before she lost herself to
the besat of the drums. She didn't see the blow that knocked her off her feet.

"If," said Lord Wintersaine, looking down at her coldly, "I had not seen you dance a my nephew's hold,
| just might believe you had lost the talent you had in the seven years you were gone. | might have
believed that you were as tiff and unpracticed as you appear. Get up.”

Impassively Ridlagot to her feet, wiping the blood off her cut lip with one hand, ignoring the swest that
dripped down her temple. She had the sick feding that she wouldn't like what was coming. She
ingtinctively tightened the barriers that she used to keep out of Triss mind.

Lord Winterseine strode up to the line of watching daves and grabbed one of them, pulling her back to
Ridla

"You arevauable," he purred to Ridla "I won't mar your skin by whipping you—but this one will never
be worth much as adancer.” He held out hisfree hand, and the dancemaster gave Lord Winterseine the
staff that he used to keep discipline. The dancemaster's face was asimpassive as Ridlas, but she could
al but taste hisfury. "Just in case you don't believe I'm serious, | think that alittle demongtration isin
order."

He pushed the girl facedown on the mat and swung the staff. The dave screamed when her ribs collgpsed
under the blow. Forewarned, Rialla had blocked out most of the girl's pain.

Wintersaine turned to the dancemaster. " Take her to the side and wrap her ribs, but | want her here until
thisone," he patted Riala gently on her cheek, where the skin was dready starting to turn purple,
"finishes her dance to my satisfaction. | hope she won't need another demondtration, but it isaways
better to be certain.”

Thistime there was no question of favoring her bad leg. Riadlaknew her master well. She knew that there
was agood chance that Winterseine would have the other girl beaten to death no matter how well Ridla
danced. So she danced to surpass her best, to keep from living with guilt of the girl's degth. If she danced
aswdl| as she could and Winterseine till killed the girl, the guilt would be his.

Her spins had the extra snap that separated excellent from merely good. Knowing that what the master
wanted from the dance was not just excellence, but arousal, she emphasized the erotic moves—dancing
with morefire and less grace. She managed to make the smple practice costume into something much
more erotic. The drummer was better than she had thought. He added the last touch of spice that turned
the dance from esoteric and airy into something that belonged only in the most private of clubsor
bedrooms.

When Riala stopped dancing, there was sllence.

Breathing heavily, shelooked a Winterseine, and was reassured by the satisfaction on hisface.



"l want her. Father." Terran's rasping voice broke through the silence. Rialla had been so focused on
Lord Winterseine, she hadn't seen that his son waswith him.

"No," replied Wintersaeine. " She's been Laeth's dave for who knows how long. Y ou know aswell as| do
theloyalty that a dave can develop for her owner. I'm not |etting her run loosein the keep until | am sure
that sheis properly retrained.”

Terran looked away from Riallaand focused on hisfather. "I want her," he repeated.

Ridlaturned her impassive gaze to Winterseine. A strange expression crossed hisface, and it took a
moment for her to recognizeit asfear. It was such an odd reaction that it distracted her from her distress
at having attracted Terran's attention.

Lord Winterseine turned to the dancemaster and said curtly, " See that she istaken to my son's chamber
this evening after baths. I'll send aguard to escort her." He turned and left. With alast look at Rialla,
Terran did the same.

The dancemaster bowed his head in submission and gestured for Ridlato wait with the others, while he
made sure that the injured dave had been properly treated.

Ridlastood where he placed her and closed her shaking hands over her arms, not bothering to wipe off
the sweat that crept down her face. There would be more there before the day was done. She had made
the dancemaster look bad and hurt one of his students. He was not going to make the rest of the day
easy. Rialatried to forget what would come after that.

When Ridlaemerged from the baths, it was Tamas, Winterseineg's manservant, who waited for her. The
thin glk shift that the bath attendants had given her didn't cover much, and what it did cover was clearly
visble through the fine fabric. Seven years adave had left her largely uncaring about her sate of dressor
undress, but Tamas made her wish for ablanket to cover herself with.

She kept abland expression on her face when his hand wrapped around her arm, but the emotions that
he was forcing on her by histouch made her ill; so did the thought of what wasin store for her.

Heled her into the keep and up aback staircase. On the third floor, they walked down along corridor to
alocked door that Tamas opened with agilt-edged key.

The room shewas led into was large and open, larger than the suite that she and Laeth had been given at
West-hold. The floor was covered with soft woven carpetsin dark colors. The stone wallswere
whitewashed to make the room look even bigger than it was.

"Stay here and wait for hislordship.” She heard the key turn in the lock as Tamas | ft.

With resignation that just barely covered her panic, Riallawalked around the room. It didn't appear to be
abedroom; there was no bed or cot anywhere. Two long, yellow velvet benches provided seating on
Ridlas|eft and right, drawing attention to the wall opposite the door she'd entered.

A stylized cat was scribed from floor to ceiling in blue so dark that it was dmost black. It was bracketed
by two doors that were the same shade of blue. In front of the cat figure was araised platform that
extended from one door to the other. A small rose-colored marble altar occupied the place of honor ona
small rug in the center of the platform. Terran, a least, seemed to be taking the worship of Altis serioudly.

Next to the bench on her right was alow table on which was a neat row of books between two black
bookends. Ridlaknelt in front of the table and dipped one of the thin volumes out and opened it. Script
Darranian was amost beyond her power to decipher, but she read enough that she could tell that she



held ajournd in her hands.

Men's voices echoed from the outer hall.

"... there are other things more important.”

"With the mages behind us, it will be much easier.”

"l told you. It doesn't matter if the mages bow to our whim or not. There are other thingsto be done and
| will not waste power on trividities.”

She dipped the journa back in place and ran to the door. The distortion from the hall was so great that
she couldn't tell who was speaking, but she recognized the touch of Winterseineés mind. Since she
couldn't fed anyone dsein the hall, she had to assume that the other man was Terran.

When Terran entered the room, Ridlawas sitting on the floor with her head properly bowed. Heignored
her at first, walking directly to the platform before the dtar. He knelt on the rug and bowed his head in
apparent prayer. Ridlas neck grew giff as she waited.

Finished, he got lightly to hisfeet and waked back to stand before her.
"Stand up,” hesaid.
Ridlastood. Terran walked around her once, stopping directly in front of her.

"I remember you, when Father first brought you here. Y ou were frightened of everything." He reached
out and touched her chin.

She shuddered visbly. Even when her empathy had been crippled, she had an awareness of other living
creatures that was missing with Terran. Being touched by someone she couldn't feed on morethan a
physica level made her fed asif she were being caressed by a corpse. Shefdt arising desperation, a
need to leave that was fast becoming irresistible.

"Easy," hesaid softly. "I know you've been with Laeth for along time now, but | will giveyou timeto
adjust. Come, thereis a better placefor this."

THE DEEP BLUE CARPET WAS SOFT UNDER RIALLA'S CALLOUSED feet as she shifted
carefully off the bed. Silently she picked up the shift that she'd worn to the room and put it on. Without
looking at the man deeping on the bed.

Ridlaleft the bedchamber and dipped into the outer room, emerging on one side of the raised platform.

Riadlawaked quickly to the table that contained Terran's journals, sparing an uneasy glance at the cat on
thewall behind her. If anyone knew what Wintersaine's plans were it would be Terran, and he might have
written them in hisjourna. Ridlawould rather have had the dagger to prove Winterseinds guilt, but she
couldn't go through this again, not even to ensure that davery in Darran would be ended.

Shelooked at the books, but knew from her earlier perusal that they were not obvioudy dated. As she
hesitated, she heard afaint rustle in the bedroom.

She snatched thefirst book on her left, hoping that it would be the most recent one, and strode quickly to
the door. To her surprise and relief, it was one of the guardsmen, not Tamas, who waited just outside to
take her back to her cell.



With asubtle use of her talent that shed dmost forgotten, Riadlaturned the guard's attention from the
book she held. Because of her intervention, he saw nothing unusua in adave taking abook from
Terran'sroom. If no one questioned him about it for aday or so, he probably wouldn't remember held
ever seenit.

Trispaced the cell restlesdy. Shewas late. Much later than could be easily explained by norma delays.
Hed checked the baths and they were empty. Sheld been blocking her thoughts since early in the day
and he couldn't break through. He stilled and cocked his head when footsteps sounded in the corridor.
He dipped quickly into the shadows when the key was turned into the door.

Mutely, with head bowed, Rialawaked to the center of the cell. The light coming through the window
surprised her and left her dightly disgruntled. It felt asif severa days had passed since thismorning: it
could at least be dark.

She knew that Tris was standing in the shadows, but he didn't say anything. She didn't know if it wasthe
guard's presence that kept him back or if something showed in her face. She stood for awhile after the
door closed, findly exchanging the silk shift for the clean white tunic that had been left for her by the
door. She set her discarded clothes carefully over the book; Tris could find something to do with it
before morning. With nothing more to keep her busy, she sat on the clean straw.

He didn't come up behind her and begin rubbing her neck as he usudly did, and she was grateful. She
didn't think that she could stand to be touched for awhile, not even by Tris. She wished they'd let her
take a bath before bringing her back, though she knew from experience that water wouldn't make her
fed deanagain.

After avery long while, she curled her legs up against her chest and hid her face againgt her knees. The
hedler was very patient; she could hear him breathe and knew that he hadn't moved since she camein.
Ridlaknew she ought to tell him something, but she was afraid if she spoke shewould shatter thefragile
shell that guarded her tears.

Instead she lowered the tight barriers that she'd placed around the part of hersdlf that was linked to Tris.
Tris, |... Evenin her thoughts she couldn't form the words, so she pulled him into her memoriesinstead.

Ridlawaited numbly for his reaction—though she wasn't sure what that would be. Anger, perhaps, or
even disgust; sorrow would not be unthinkable for aheder to fed a rape—even if the victim consented
toit.

What hefelt was white-hot rage. It was strong enough that Rialla pulled her head away from her kneesto
look at him. He stood where he had for so long, hisface still. Without the link she wouldn't have known
that hefet anything.

She didn't know what to say in the face of hisfury. It surprised her that she could think of saying anything
at dl. If it had been Laeth, standing quietly in the darkness of thelittle cell, shed have been cowering in
the opposite corner.

"| found somejourndsof Terran's," she said findly, pleased that her voice sounded calm. "I thought he
might have known about Karsten's murder and recorded it. I'm not sureif | got hisoldest journa or the
most recent one; | didn't have timeto check.”

"Youfounditin Terran'sroom?' Shefdt hisragefocus, and realized he must not have picked up who it
had been.



There was too much. | couldn't catch everything. Hetold her, apparently catching her thought.
"Yes," shesad. "l founditin Terran'sroom.”
"Hejudt let you takeit?"

She shook her head. "No. He was adegp in another room. | don't think that anyone will notice that it's
goneuntil Terrantriestowriteinitagan. I... umm... suggested to the guard who escorted me back that
there was nothing uncommon in adave taking one of Terran'sjournas.”

Trisgrunted.
"Evenif | took the wrong one, he might have written about Winterseine's use of magic,” she added.
The shadowsin the cell degpened with the lengthy silence, until the only light came from the stars.

Ridlacleared her throat, uneasy because Trissrage wasn't abating. "What happened isjust part of being
adave, and not the worst part either. He was clean and didn't go out of hisway to hurt me. | don't think
that he was impressed enough with my performance to want another one.” She knew that she wouldn't
cry now, because daves don't, and she felt more like adave right now than ahorsetrainer or spy.

"Isending davery in Darran sill so important to you?" he asked, his head turned away from her. "The
daves here don't appear to befighting nearly as hard for their freedom asyou are.”

Ridlanodded her head weerily.

"Even dfter this?'

"es"

"Tomorrow," asserted Trisheavily. "Tomorrow wewill leave.”

Riadlastubbornly shook her head. "Thejourna isn't going to be enough by itself. We need something—"
Her breath caught as the answer cameto her. "We need Winterseine's spellbook. All wizards have
one... | think. Can you find where Wintersaine's sudy is?'

Sowly, Trisnodded. "It's somewhere on the upper floors. | can try to break in tomorrow."
"Thenweleave" said Ridla, feding awave of relief at the thought of being away from this place.

They taked awhile longer, discussing ways of leaving the keep. There were severa possibilities,
depending on the time of day and how many guardsthey met. But, eventudly, they lapsed into sllence.

It was strange how much Terran's demands bothered Ridla. Sex had never been something that she
enjoyed, but it was apart of davery. She hadn't liked it, but she didn't remember the revulsion being so
grong it was difficult not to fight back.

Thetimewhen Trisusudly I€eft for the night came and went. Sheld reestablished some of the barrier
between them, but it was more difficult to do thistime than it had been the last. She found his presence
comforting.

Ridlacurled up on her sdein the straw and closed her eyes. She was exhausted, but couldn't deep.
After her fourth or fifth attempt to find a comfortable position, she heard a polite murmur at the edge of
her awareness.



Sweetheart.

She hesitated, then, reluctant for any kind of intimate contact, she spoke out loud. "What isit?"
Come with me, Trisinvited, hismind tugging gently &t her.

Where? she asked, curious despite hersdlf.

Here. He pulled her into hisdreams.

She stood on aboulder and looked down at the immense waterfall, its thunder vibrating the very rock
sherested on. The chilly mist that rose from the water settled on her clothing and darkened the rock
under her feet. She glanced up to see mountain peakslooming on dl sides; the ridges were white with
new fallen snow, but the lower dopeswere the rich blue-green of conifers.

The rushing sound of water faling onto the rocks far below desfened her, and she looked down, but the
risng mist blocked her view of the bottom. She took a deep breath of the air and felt it again, that
disturbance which had brought her to this place.

A narrow path wove aong the damp stone cliff face, and shefound hersdf striding down it asif it werea
broad highway. As she put her hand on the rough bark of the cedar tree that clung precipitoudy to a
narrow ledge just above the one she walked, she was aware of the dow migration of nutrientsfrom its
roots and the nourishing warmth of the sun from above. She paused for amoment, recognizing the
peaceful triumph of the gnarled cedar. As shelingered, her insght grew and encompassed the growing
things around her.

The broader awareness stayed with her as she continued her descent. There was something waiting in the
mist, something specid; Rialacould fed thetingling currents of magicin therocksand air.

Thetrail she'd been following ended abruptly asthe cliff doped down into the water astone's throw from
where she stood. She squinted, but couldn't see anything through the dense fog of the waterfall. Moving
water created powerful magic currents; there was enough magic in the gorgeto have cdled a
thunderstorm over adesert. With awave of her hand, Ridla used some of that magic to dismissthefog.

In the center of theroiling water, alarge black stone protruded; the strange whisper of inner
understanding designated the rock as afire-stone, formed deep in the molten heart of the earth. On this
stone something dept. If it hadn't been for thefaint rise and fal of its breathing, she might not have seenit.
As she digtinguished first the sde and then the back of the creature, she redized that most of the upper
surface of the stone was actudly agiant black lizard.

It was beautiful. Rialasearched for the inner knowledge that alowed her to know that the tree was cedar
and that rivers held magic—but it wasn't there.

I'd never seen one before, said Trisunobtrusively. 1'd been out walking when | felt the disturbancein
the forest.

That's not a wyvern, sated Ridla, staring a the creature, not wanting to say anything further for fear of
being wrong.

What do you think it is?replied Tris, with atouch of amusement. | didn't think that my carving was
so far fromthe real animal . Animage formed of theintricately carved game piece that resembled the

deeping lizard.
Even as Ridlaquestioned Tris, ajeweled green eye opened warily and the graceful head and neck



uncurled and lifted, until the creature had as good aview of Rialaas she had of it. Asit moved, the
pattern of color on its scales shifted to match the white and blue of the rushing waterfal, then continued
through arange of colors.

"Ah," said the dragon, in avoice rich with music and rustling scales, "1 had thought that al of the children
of the forest were gone.”

Triswaited until he was certain she was adeep. He shifted her clothes aside and picked up the book
sheld taken. If it were discovered with her, he was sure Winterseine would find an appropriate
punishment.

It was harder |leaving through the stone than it was coming in, when gravity aided his descent. He
emerged outsde the keep on his hands and kneesin the dirt.

Rising, he shook the dirt off his clothes as best he could. He used his magic to summon the darkness and
muffle the sounds of his movements. So concedled, it was asmple matter of stedth for himto arrive
unseen a hissmall hut, nestled in the outer court like one of so many beehives. He'd been offered
accommodationsin the servants hal, but held chosen adomicile that offered more privacy—even if it
was less than imperviousto the wesather.

Rapein any form had aways enraged him. It was aviolation of the mal€e's protective role—even among
the humans—but this anger went deeper. Rialawas his, whether she knew it or not.

Guilt struck him at that thought. Rialawas his because she hadn't understood what the bond between
them meant.

Despite the appearance of salidity that his size and usua manner lent him, Tris had aways been
impulsive, even rash. He acted on the moment, without thought for the consequences—and he very
seldom rued his actions. Even when he had been banished from the enclave, he hadn't regretted helping
thegirl. But this... thiswas different. Thistime he wouldn't be the only oneto suffer for his
impetuousness.

Hed doneit on impulse: initiating the link between the fire-haired dancer and himself. He could have
figured out a better way to keep in contact if he'd wanted to—but he wanted her... ahuman. He hadn't
intended to bind himsdf to ahuman at dl, though he had more tolerance for them than most of hiskind.
Even when he redlized that she was the one Trenna had meant in her vision, he had no intention of
bonding to her; Triswas not one who bdieved in fate. But he had known she was his. He would have
recognized it even without Trennasvision.

Ridlahad intrigued him from the first, and not just because of her gppearance, spectacular asit was. He
relished her humor, her reluctant courage and her ability to play Dragon and win by fair means or foul. He
hadn't known her long before he redlized that the only way shewas going to trust him enough to let him
closeto her wasif he refused to alow any barriers between them.

There were not many among his people who were so joined anymore. Most had falen into the smple
marriage ceremony the humans used. Too often a perfect mate could not be found and the link waned
rather than strengthened with time. But he had known it wouldn't be that way with Ridla, known it before
he established the bond between them.

The connection was strong enough now that he couldn't break it. It had been too late once she
inadvertently used his magic to find the water when Winterseine had "disciplined” her.

She could till block him out if shetried hard enough, but he didn't think that she could do that



indefinitely— then she would find out what held done. He wondered if shewould prefer davery. He
wondered if sheld see any difference between him and Winterseine. With asigh, he closed hiseyes.

It was the sound of the guard's key in thelock that woke Ridlathe next morning. Triswas gone, of
course, but it would have been niceif held told her what he planned to do before held Ieft. She glanced
casudly at yesterday's clothes, but the journal she'd taken was gone too. She hoped Tris had been the
oneto takeit. With adight shrug, she followed the guard out to the practice floor.

The raised platform that served as adance floor could aso serve as a battleground. Even asRidla
worked to rid hersdlf of the night's stiffness, she could fed the hostility of the other daves.

Of course they blamed her for the injury Winterseine had inflicted on the other dancer. The dave who
had been hurt had been a comrade; Ridlawas an outsder. She couldn't expect them to blame
Winterseine: they were too well trained to object to their master's actions. Rialla had shirked her duty,
something that a good dave never does, and it had hurt of one of their own.

The other dancers hogtility didn't upset Ridla, but it served as an unpleasant reminder that once she
would have reacted the same way.

Asthefirst moves of the dance began, the girl next to Riallawaited until the dancemaster was looking
away before she extended afoot too far. Ridlatook ashort step and avoided falling, having read the
girl'sintention an ingtant earlier. After that, Rialaused her empathy to avoid most of the mischief, and
samply ignored therest of it.

The dancemaster was good; he saw what was happening and moved Riala away from the others: too
much contention would disturb the training. She smiled grimly and concentrated on her dancing.

At break Tamas was waiting for her. He grabbed her arm with bruising force as she wiped her forehead
with arough piece of cotton towel. Ridlagtiffened in surprise, not a Tamas, but at the snarl shefet from
Tris; she hadn't noticed how near he was. Turning her head dightly, she saw him stting in the shade near
the keep, rubbing oil onto a smooth piece of wood.

To regain her attention, Tamas shook her lightly. "It seemsyou caught the young master's atention. He
wants you to come with me."

Shelooked at him for asecond in blank horror before she dropped her eyes, letting him drag her across
the bailey and into the darkness of the keep.

Ridlatrailed Tamas meekly enough through the twists and turns of the hals and up two flights of stairs
into the more private area of the keep. When they reached a place that was quiet enough for her
purposes, she struck.

Her elbow hit Tamas hard in the center of his chest. While he struggled for breath, she pushed his head
violently into thewall.

"Nice," commented Trisfrom just behind her. He made no moveto help as she lowered Tamas carefully
to thefloor.

"Did you find out where the study is?' Rialaasked from her position on the ground.

"Yes," Trisnodded, "one of the servantstold me. Though | thought that we'd be looking for it in the dead
of night. Traveling through the keep unseen in the middle of the day isgoing to be difficult.”

Ridlaturned her atention to the unconscious servant and reached rel uctantly to touch hisface with her



hands, wishing that physical contact didn't make mental touch so much easier.

Theinitia contact with his surface mind wasn't too bad, but when she probed more deeply, shefdt asif
shewere being immersed infilth. Carefully, she ensured that he would deep for awhilelonger, and then
backed out of his mind. She was sweating when she stood up and tugged him into the shadows
underneath the nearby stairs. She shook with the effort that it had taken to keep herself in contact with
Tamass distorted frame of reference. Trisswarm hands on her shoulders brought a measure of peace
with them.

"Some people are harder to contact than others,” commented Ridlahoarsdy, wiping perspiration off the
back of her neck with the cloth that she'd been using before Tamas took her into the keep. "I hope |
never haveto do that with him again.”

"Youwon't if wemakeit out of here," said Tris. "Follow me, keep dert and let me know if we are going
to runinto anyone."

They walked quietly down the corridor until they reached another, smaler stairway that circled up to an
oaken door. From the shape of the walls, Ridlaassumed that thiswas one of the two towersin the keep.

Carved into the door, the stylized cat of Altis eyed them austerely from above. Tris pointed upward,
indicating the door. Ridla probed hagtily for anything that hinted the room was occupied.

Triswaited until Ridlanodded before he started up the stairway. The door opened inward without a
sound. There was a ostentatious gold key on the insde of the door. Riadlaturned it, locking themin
Wintersaine's study.

The heavy drapes blocked most of the light, and as Ridlaturned to her right she bumped into a narrow
book-case with her shoulder. It was nearly astall as Ridlawas, and apparently filled with books. It
should have been heavy enough that a horse could have bumped into it without knocking it over.

Ridlalooked with stunned disbelief asit tipped and started to fall. Tris grabbed at it, and managed to
Steady it.

"| thought that you were supposed to be graceful,” he quipped as shejoined him straightening the books
that had been disarranged.
"Graceful, yes," she agreed, "but dancers don't need to seein the dark.”

As she spoke, Ridlapicked abook off the floor whereit had falen from an upper shelf. It wasfindy
bound in leather, with abrass clasp to keep it closed, nothing to distinguish it from any other
book—except that it rattled.

"Tris, could you light thisroom?" asked Ridla, working the clasp.

Light flared, then steadied. She opened the book to reveal that a section in the center had been cut out.
In the resultant space was aplain siver ring, its only ornamentation asmall blue stone, didodged from the
cloth it had been wrapped in. The ring's stone was polished smooth, and the indigo depths glittered oddly
inthe magdight. Riala shivered with the uneasy sensation that the ring was examining them asmuch as

they wereinspecting it.

"Therdsmagicinthat,” said Tris softly. "Old magic.” He shut the ring in the book without touching it and
dipped the tome back into place on the shelf.

He took down the one next to it and opened it. It was hollow aswell, but empty. The dagger, with its



digtinctive handle, wasin the third book. The serpent's ruby eyestwinkled at them for amoment. Tris
took it and tucked it into the leather gpron that was standard garb for a wood-craftsman.

He put the book that had held the dagger back onits shelf. Hastily they continued to straighten the
books, until the bookcase |ooked as nest as the othersin the room.

Ridlashook her head. "Do you know how much those books were worth before he ruined them?”

Tris snorted. "They were never books—there's no sign of ink on the paper. | suspect that he had them
bound with blank pages then hollowed them out.”

"I hadn't thought of that," admitted Rialla, getting to her feet and looking around the room.

The rug she slood on was only dightly less vauable than that onein Terran's chambers. Trisslight clearly
reveaed the rich reds and golds of the elaborately woven patterns. The room was small, but it contained
two more bookcases and alarge desk.

"Over here" said Tris, moving to the desk.

Heignored the ledgers that covered the desktop, and ran his hands over the locked drawers, stopping at
the bottom one on the | eft side.

"There's something powerful inthisone" he commented. He dipped aring of keys out of hisbelt pouch
and inserted alikely oneinto thelock.

"Arethose clan keys? Where did you get those?' asked Ridla
"I believe s0; they were left as payment,” answered Tris.

Thelock turned over, and he pulled the drawer open. Insde was athick book with asilver clasp.
Embossed on the expensgive white leather was asymbol that Ridlaknew well.

Trisglanced at her and then back at the book. "That's the design he used for your tattoo."
"It'sWinterseine's" agreed Riala "But isthisa grimoire?”

"I'm not going to open it. From the fed of it, that book has enough magic in it to destroy this keep and
haf the surrounding countryside,” replied Trisbriskly.

"It'smagic and it has Winterseines persona sed,” said Ridla. "That's enough for me.”

Tristook the book out, shut the drawer and locked it. He undid his belt and dipped the book under the
loosetunic, shifting it until it sat in the hollow under hisribs. Once he had it placed to his satisfaction, he
cinched the belt tightly around hiswaist. Under the heavy woodcrafts-man fabric, Rialacould hardly tell
that the book was there.

"Canyou tdl if thereisanyone nearby?"
Ridlarelaxed for amoment and concentrated. "No one, aslong as Terran isn't there.”
"What do you mean?" Trisraised an eyebrow.

"Terran could be listening from the other side of the door and 1'd never know. For some reason my
empathy can't detect him at al. However," she added, "I suppose that we can chanceit.”



They made it down the circular stairway without incident. Asthey approached one of the stairs that
would teke them farther down, Rialla stopped Triswith atug on the back of histunic.

They've found Tamas, shetold him, and instituted a search. They'll block the stairways and search
the lower levelsfirst before they start up here. Ridlafelt acold knot of dread form in her ssomach.
Shewanted out.

Then we need to find a window up here, said Tris.
You're enjoying this! accused Ridlahotly.
He grinned unrepentantly at her and started back up the hdl, leaving Ridlato scurry indignantly after him.

Thefirst door that Tristried opened into aguest bedroom, complete with window casements.
Wintersaine hadn't bothered with the expense of glazing them in, so when they folded the casement doors
back, there were only two barriersto their escape from the keep: guards and gravity.

Ridlalooked around cautioudy, but no one was watching the back side of the keep. There was agood
reason for this. The only windows on this sde were on the third floor. Anyone stupid enough to jump out
of one of them and onto the hardpacked dirt of the courtyard below would wait for the searchers.

Ridlapeered cautioudy down theivy-covered walls. | don't know, Tris. It looks like a long way to the
ground.

Don't fret, advised Tris, reaching out to touch astrand of ivy.
Ridlawatched closdly, but she couldn't see any differencein the plant after he touched it.

| want you to follow me. Thiswill only support our weight if we climb straight down. Without
giving her achanceto protest, he climbed out the window, twisting to get his shoulders through the
narrow opening.

Looking at the fragile strands, Riadlafelt some trepidation—but anything capable of holding Triswas
more than capable of holding her. She waited until hewaswell on hisway before sarting after him.

Theivy fdt unnaturdly siff, providing easy handholds.

The edges of the leaves were sharp, asif they had been fabricated out of meta, and she gained afew
cuts before she discovered how to reach through the leaves to the vine beneath. When she neared the
ground, Tris caught her by the waist and set her aside. He touched the ivy again, returning the plantsto
ther origind Sate.

Ridlaturned to look around nervoudy, but there was still no one observing this corner of the keep. She
dropped the protection from her empathy to catch any hint that someone saw them, and hoped fervently
that Tamas was far enough away that she wouldn't have any more contact with him.

Here now, said Tris, let me change your hair color to something less distinctive. The gatekeepers
are going to be looking for a lone slave with red hair. With the number of slaves around here, they
are not going to be suspicious of one walking out with a freeman.

Winter seine has been known to reward fine work with an older, less valuable slave, agreed Riala
If you can add some gray to the brown it will look better .

Hetouched her hair for amoment then took his hands away. Done.



Without further ado, they strode casually around the keep and toward the gate in the surrounding wall.
Tris stopped where he had been working on the door and picked up the heavy tool bag that rested
nearby. No one chalenged them until they reached the portcullis.

"Hold," cdled the older of the two men on thewadll. "What's your purpose?'

"I'm Jord Woodcraftsman; the hold stores are low on cherry. This dave knows where there are some
cherry trees big enough for making furniture after they are seasoned.”

The guard frowned down at Ridla. "1 don't recognize thet one."

Trisnodded. "She's a kitchen dave. She's been sent out after wood for the fires—so she should know
thetrees nearby. If she doesnt, | daresay | can find them without her and shélll still serve my purposes.”
He said thelast with alesr.

The other men laughed and pulled the portcullis up high enough that Trisand Ridla could duck under it.
Ridlaled the way down an obvioudy well-worn trail into the woods.

CHAPTER NINE

As soon asthey entered the shelter of the woods, Tris dropped the heavy leather satchel to the ground
and began to sort through its contents with brisk efficiency, setting most of the tools aside.

"Do you havethe journd?' asked Ridlahopefully.
"Inthe bag," he answered, loosening his belt and removing the book.
Hetook off the leather gpron and set the dagger in the bag with the two books.

"Hold amoment.” Ridlatore agtrip off the bottom of her tunic and retrieved the dagger. She wrapped
the blade in the cloth, leaving no edge showing, and replaced it.

Trisquickly gathered the discarded tool s together and wrapped the gpron around them to protect them
from the weather. Someone would find them and put them to good use.

Throwing the satchel's strap around one shoulder, Trisdiverged from thetrall at a steedy lope. Ridla
followed, grateful for the long hours of work that would lend her saminafor the run ahead.

Trisran effortlesdy, obvioudy dowing his pace for her. The path he chose seemed random, but shewas
content to follow hislead. He gauged her endurance nicely; when her bad leg started to hurt, he dowed
toawalk.

"Canyoutdl if thereisanyone following us?'
"Let mestop abit and I'll see" replied Ridla, coming to a hdt.

Breathing deeply, shewiped atrail of swest off her forehead. Starting with the area nearest to them, she
fdlt carefully outward. It was difficult to tell anima emotions from human, so she looked for agroup of
creatures, but she couldn't sense anything.

"Nothing," she said, hoping that it were true.

Tris stretched out ahand and caressed the bark of anearby tree before starting off again at abrisk walk
inthe direction held been taking. "It feels good to be out of that cursed place. It isirksometo be
surrounded by nothing but dead stone.”



Ridla spoke hesitantly, casual conversation seeming odd after the past few days. "1 know what you
mean. | grew up traveling from place to place. We only dept in tentswhen it was raining. Sometimes
being hemmed in by sonewallsis enough to make me want to scream.”

"Why do you livein the city then?" he asked.
"Because Sanim wasthefirg place | found where awoman can work training horses.™
"Why didn't you go back to the Trader clans after you got away?'

Ridlashrugged. "There was no one left of my clan. One of the others would have adopted me, |
suppose, but... | wouldn't havefitin." Intruth, she thought, she felt closer to Tris after less than three
sgennights than she did to anyone, including Lagth. Perhaps it was the menta bond: her eyestrailed over
to her companion's broad shoulders and she smiled to hersdf—perhaps it was something else.

"Tris?' aked Ridla
"Hhm?'
"Where arewe going?'

Something caught his attention near athick growth of cattails along the stream they had been following.
He stopped and knelt to gently brush the soil away from the roots of adender plant with asmal white
bloom.

"Whitecowl," he explained absently, uprooting the plant and shaking loose the clinging dirt. "Makesa
potent deeping draft. A few of these leaves will make aman deep for severd hours.”

He pulled the satchel forward, tucking the plant carefully on top of the books.
He gtarted on again and said, " Sianim.”

By that time Riadla had amost forgotten what she'd asked, and it took her a second to realize what held
said. "How do you know where Sianim is? Have you been there before?’

He shook his head and said, "No, but | can tell wheretheforest is cut by agreat road. According to the
cook, the only magjor road nearby leads east to Sianim or south into the Alliance. Theroad is about two
and ahdf days journey from here. | thought we could lose any pursuit in the woods before we get
there." Heflashed histeeth at her. "There are anumber of advantages that we sylvans have over you
humans.”

Ridlabared her teeth in return. "Better to be human than to travel through the forest socidizing with the
locd flora™

He shook hishead in mock dismay and said in sad tones, "Always, they disparage what they have never
done. Cavorting in the bushes can be an interesting experience with the right person.” He leered
suggestively at her, but ruined the effect when he caught sight of another plant. "Cordidl™ he exclaimed.
"I've never heard of one growing thisfar north.”

Ridlahad just sarted to fed uncomfortable with the gentle flirting they'd been doing when the plant
distracted Tris from the conversation. She grinned as he bent to ingpect the bark of asmall treewith
remarkably large blood-red flowers. It was not flattering to beignored for aplant.

Sorry, he apologized, looking up.



Startled, Ridlamet hisgaze. "Can you read my mind dl thetime?' she asked. Abruptly shefelt some
sympathy with Lagth; it was an unsettling feding to redlize her thoughts weren't private.

He shook his head as he straightened. "No. Only here and there, and then usudly just superficid
thoughts™

She amiled at him asthey took to thetrail again. "I'm not used to having anyone read metheway | read
everyonedse"

He returned her smile and started to say something, but then was distracted by another plant.

They traveled rapidly, in spite of frequent pauses while Tris examined the surrounding flora—which
coincidentally alowed Riadlato rest. Mountains lay to the south and west of them, but their route wove
through the foothills. After severa miles passed without sign of pursuit, Rialarelaxed and enjoyed the
fedling of being out of Winterseine's keep. Tris managed to gather quite afew edible plants, and they
nibbled as they walked.

Night fell, and they made camp inasmal clearing. Ridlafound asmal areawith relatively few rocksand
cushioned her head on her arms, while Tris did the same nearby.

The ar was summer-warm, but Ridlas dave tunic did little to protect her from the night breeze. After the
past few days, however, fatigue more than outwei ghed the discomfort. She wastoo tired to do more than
shiver once or twice before she fell adeep.

Triswatched as she tossed and turned, but when she drew up her legsin avain atempt to conserve her
warmth held had enough. He shifted until he waslying next to her, and reached out to pull her closer.

Before he could do more than touch her shoulder, hefdt... Terran's fine-boned hands on naked skin
... digtaste so strong it amounted to horror... humiliation... hatred, and atouch of terror...

Possessive anger engulfed him, even as he recognized that the bond between them now involved more
than mindspeech—at least on his part. For thefirgt time, it was Rialas emotions that were clearest—a
bleeding of her giftsinto him. Carefully he damped the edges of hisanger. Hewould get Ridlato Sanim;
then perhaps he would provide Terran with an appreciation for the rage of ahedler.

Riallawhimpered softly in her deep. Trisexhded. When he had the control that he needed, he eased
himself back into Rialas dream.

He caught her gently in histhoughts, luring her from Terran's bedroom to sweeter memories of anorthern
lake that shimmered silver and gold with the reflected glory of the setting sun.

Alone asusud, Rialawoke early, in the darkness that preceded the sun'srisein the sky. Standing up,
she shook out her clothing, though most of the wrinkles and dirt resisted her efforts. She took adeep
breath and wondered why she half expected to smell the crispness of snow intheair. Trissreturn
distracted her from her thoughts, and she bade him good morning.

They left the meadow as dawn'sfirgt light broke in the Sky. By midmorning Rialawas starting to fedl
hungry, and when she saw ablackberry patch she stopped to pick some. Trisfound severa tuberous
roots that he cleaned on his pant leg. They had no flavor to speek of, but they were morefilling than the
berries.

"These are much better roasted over afire," he commented, taking a second bite of the root.

"If you say s0," responded Ridladoubtfully, though she was eating hers with the enthusiasm of hunger.



"Any taste would be an improvement, | suppose, even ashes from thefire.”

Triswas about to reply when an eerie scream cut through the woods. After it wasthrough, there was
utter sllence; not even abird ventured to chirp.

"Do you know what that was?" asked Trisquietly.
"I'm not sure, but aren't we near the a8@Magi's castle?!

Trishestated, asif consulting an inner map. "Thereés alarge castle of some sort ahaf day'swalk to the
south,” he commented.

Ridlanodded. "That should beit. It must be aUriah. I've never seen one myself, but there are supposed
to be afew left near the Archmage's castle. When the previous a€Magi died, there was an infestation of
Uriah there that spread into the surrounding lands. Sianim mercenaries cleaned them out of the castle, but
they couldn't find all the onesin the nearby woods. I've been told that magic doesn't affect them much;
the only way to kill themiswith fire or sword. | don't even have my knife."

Tristook Ridlasarm and began walking briskly. "Viciousthings, or so I've heard. | saw one once, a a
distance, and was lucky enough that it didn't see me. That one didn't sound too close, but | suspect that it
might be agood ideaif we covered some ground al the same.”

They walked and then jogged, but the Uriah kept on apath just pardld to theirs, and they heard it call
out fromtimetotime.

"Do you think that it's following us?" Rialaglanced worriedly toward the source of the last noise, but the
trees grew too close together to allow her to see anything.

A loud scream pierced the stillness, followed by achorus of the weird noises. Rialastopped walking,
reaching with her talent to see what was causing the commotion. The trees that she'd been looking at
rustled with the fury of abattle.

Triswrapped one hand around her arm and pulled her into arductant run, loosing his grip only when she
had stopped fighting him. Grimly, Ridlaincreased her pace, and Tris stayed beside her until the howls
were muted enough that they could talk.

Ridla continued severd steps before she redlized that Tris had stopped completely. She turned to look at
him and noticed the anger on hisface.

"What were you doing back there?" he snapped.

"l wastrying to find out what it had run into. If it was something big, the Uriah will be occupied with it
and we won't have to worry about it," Ridlareplied steadily, taking asmall step back.

Helooked at her with an unreadable expression, then took aquick step toward her. "It was astupid
thing to do. Uriah aren't like people; they aren't even like other animals. Y ou could have been hurt, do
you understand?”

She st her jaw and took a step forward hersdlf, until she was kneeto shin with him. "I understand that it
was my choiceto make!"

"Y ou could have been caught up in the deeth throes of the animdl it killed," he said, glaring down at her.

"Not likely. I have more control than that. | was far more entwined with the creature in the balroom at



Westhold." Her voice hdd more than ahint of frost.

Tristurned and took a step away in an obvious effort to control himsdlf. Riadlahad started to suspect that
it wasn't anger that he wastrying to hold in check when she noticed that his shoulders were shaking.

"Y ou were baiting me." If she had had awegpon at hand, she didn't know if she would have had the
control not to useit. "Y ou sorry excuse for asnake, you were baiting me."

"Not entirdy,” denied Trisin amuffled voice. "Thet thing in the balroom hurt you, Ridla. Uriah are not
like other animal s—they are driven by hunger and rage; everyone knowsthat. For an empath to contact
oneis beyond reckless and well into rashness, the Situation didn't require such an act.”

Ridlaconsdered what he had said. ™Y ou have theright. | gpologize for taking an unnecessary risk. You
gill haven't explained why you are laughing.” Her voicedidnt warm at dl.

Tristurned back to meet her eyes. "l supposethat it wasrelief, primarily. | was apprehensive that
after..." Hiseyeslog their laughter, and Rialafdt the dark rage that had never died down. "l was
worried that the past few weeks would affect you more than they have. | remembered that little speech
that you gave Laeth in my cottage—the one about once adave dways a dave— while you were ydling
a me. It struck me asfunny.”

"Laugh a mewhen I'm mad again and I'll seethat you don't do it athird time,” said Rialasolemnly.
"I'll look forward to it," said Tris courteoudy.

He stepped toward her and offered hisarm. After abrief hesitation, Rialaset her hand in the bend of his
elbow. They continued down the path Tris had chosen.

"What do Uriah look like?' asked Ridlacurioudy. "I've never seen one.”

They had long since left the Uriah in the distance. Lengthy shadows from the trees around them dappled
the ground, and the eastern sky darkened with reds and golds.

Trisshrugged. "They look like a human that has been dead for amonth, and then decided to grow fangs
and get up and hunt. They smdll likeit too."

"Not something that | want to run into in the middle of the night,” commented Ridla

"I'd rather not run into them at all, day or night,” responded Tris absently as he examined the nearby
brush.

"What are you looking for?' asked Ridla

"I smell thornberry around here somewhere. Thistime of year the blooms have a strong enough odor to
keep the Uriah from catching our scent if they do passthisway.” He narrowed his eyes and pointed to
theleft. "Over there, near that oak. Come on, welll call it an early night and wait until the Uriah are
somewhere else before we go."

Trisled theway to adense thicket severa lengths from agood-sized oak tree. The tops of the bushes
were covered with thick yellow blossoms that reeked like the moat of an abandoned castlein the
summer. Finger-sized, wickedly sharp thorns covered the bushes from soil to flower.

"If you didein under the branches you can avoid the thorns" advised Tris, disregarding the incredulous
look that Ridlaamed at him as she held her nose. "They dl point up, soit's safe to go under them.”



He dropped onto his back and did cautioudy under the brush until he disappeared from view. Ridlaeyed
the thorns dubioudy, but followed himin.

To her surprise, the narrow tunnel that Tris had made widened into asizable hollow big enough for two
or three people to occupy. The brush formed a solid ceiling overhead, but there was room enough for
themto St up init. The ground was soft with old leaves.

Trisgrinned at her expression. "It makes a nice enough home, once you get used to the smell. The cover
overhead issotight it letsin very littlerain.”

Trisopened his pack and began again to sort out the collection of plants. With amournful expression he
st aside severd of the more mangled specimens.

Ridlawatched, then took out the books that they'd stolen from Winterseine, shaking them to didodge the
leaves. As she set Winterseine's book aside, she noticed that severa pages had did hafway out of the
book—in spite of the clasp that held the white leather cover tightly pressed against the inner pages.

"Tris" shesad.
Helooked up from thelagt of his plants. "Hmm?"

She held the book up for hisinspection and the crumpled pages did out further. Ridlaquickly turned the
book upside down to keep them from dipping al of the way out.

"Don't touch those," he advised, setting the plants aside. "There are any number of unhedlthy effectsa
human mage could placein his spellbook."

He took -the book from her and tapped it on hisleg, but the pages stubbornly refused to dide back
wherethey had been. Hetilted it gingerly, until aspot of daylight touched the creamy surface of the
obstreperous sheets.

"Hmm." he said as he flattened his hand and made a brief pass over the book. " These pages were never
part of this book—they're too old."

Ridlalooked again at the nestly folded sheets. "They don't appear old.”

"Magic," commented Tris. "Thereis more magic in those sheets of paper than any single mage could have
collected, human or not. It would take a score or more of the strongest of my peopleto cal that much
magic—I| imagine that it would take at least that many human mages.”

"They'rejust blank sheets of parchment,” said Ridla, surprised.

Trisraised hiseyebrows at her and looked again at the parchment. ™Y ou can't see the symbols?’ he
asked.

She shook her head and leaned closer for abetter 1ook, closing her hand on Tris's shoulder for balance.
As s00n as she touched him, the exposed surfaces of the formerly vacant pages were littered with
markings that were somehow out of focus.

Ridlablinked and swore softly, pulling her hand off Tris. As soon as the contact was broken, the pages
were blank again. "Can you tell what the spdll isfor?' she asked, her voice alittle ragged.

Trisshook his head. "I'm not ahuman magic-user—I don't use spellsthat could be written down this
way."



Rialasmiled at his obvious contempt. "What should we do with them?"

"Take them to Sianim and | et the human wizards worry about them,” offered Tris, setting the book on the
far dde of his satchd, where the straying pages would be out of the way.

As Tris shifted to find acomfortable position, his hand fell on Terran'sjournd. He picked it up and
glanced at the pages.

Do you mind if I ook through this? he asked.

Ridlashrugged. | have difficulty with Darranian script when there is sufficient light. If you want to
decipher it, be welcome. | think | will attempt to rest.

Shefet him focus his attention on her, and notice... Your leg is bothering you. Do you want me to see
what | can do for it?

She hesitated, but shook her head. She wasn't ready to relax under any man's hands just yet.
Fine, Trissaid. The offer is open, if you decide otherwise.

Ridlawas curled up in the old dry leaves with her eyes closed when it occurred to her that she hadn't
noticed the difference between talking out loud and using mind-speech. She wondered when it had
become so easy to speak mind to mind with Tris. The soft sounds of Tris turning the pages of the thin
book blended into the rustling leaves, and she drifted into arestful dumber without further thought.

She didn't know what time it was when he woke her up, but the makeshift cave was shadowed.
"Ridla?"

"Hmm?' she answered degpily.

"| think that you might beinterested in this."

"Yes?' Ridlagruggled to full awareness and sat up, brushing off bits of leaf and dirt.

It was dark enough that she couldn't see Trissface clearly, but she didn't need to. His intensity was
strong enough to aert her that he'd found something in Terran'sjournal.

"What isit?' she asked.

Tristapped hisfinger lightly on the book and then set it down and pulled his knees up comfortably. "L et
metdl you agory.

"There was once aboy, just on the point of manhood. Hisfather was both a mage and an athlete. When
it became obviousthat the boy was neither, he felt himsalf afallure—an evaluation that hisfather shared.

"Like most children of hisage, it was hard for the boy to see past the trial s of adolescence to the man he
might become. He was clumsy and sdlf-conscious, with atendency to Ssammer when he was nervous.

"In addition to being amagician, hisfather was dso atrader in daves. He traveled upon occasion to the
mysterious lands east of the Greast Swamp, because daves from that region were vauable, if difficult to
acquire. The boy's only taent was a certain facility for languages, but it was vauable enough that he
traveled with hisfather.

"It happened that one day they were traveling through asmall, war-torn country in the East. They stayed



overnight in ahouse that had once, long ago, been ashrineto the god Altis. Though most of it was rebuilt
or an outright addition to the origina structure, its origin was amatter of some pride to the owner—arich
merchant in hisown right.

"That night at dinner, the boy made afool of himself once again. One of the daughters of their host spoke
to him, and he became so nervous that he knocked over his drinking glass and spilled the wine over his
lap. With the laughter of hisfather and their host ringing in hisears, he stormed out of the dining hal and
ran to the room he and hisfather had been assgned.

"The room itself was unusual. Unlike the rest of the roomsthat the boy had seen in the house, thisone
had afloor and walls made of stone rather than wood. The cot that he'd been assigned was crowded
againg onewall; hisfather occupied the luxurious, silk-sheeted bed. The long, low marble table that was
built into the floor restricted the remaining furniture to smaler pieces.

"Thetable wasvery old... its surface pitted by generations of rough usage. An altar, the merchant had
explained with ashrug. There were severa of them in various rooms of the house.

"The boy, seeking the refuge of solitude, entered the room carrying an oil lamp that held taken from its
place outside the dining chamber. Made clumsy by youth and embarrassment, he sumbled over asmal
rug and fell. Hisforehead grazed a corner of the table. Though the wound was minor, it bled copioudy,
as scalp wounds frequently do.

"Lessfrantic away from the sounds of the laughter, the boy collected himsdlf. Somehow the lamp had
escgped being completely overturned, though the oil splashed. He set the lamp carefully on the white
marble, ignoring the messthat the oil and the blood from his head had made on the pristine surface.

"He knew that he was going to have to ask someone to bind the cut on his head, but he couldn't bring
himsdf to suffer the scrutiny of astranger, far less hisfather, who was certain to comment on his son's
cdumgness.

"Hewas dizzy, and since he was knedling in front of the table he rested hisarms and then hishead on the
cold marble. Gradudly he dipped into alight doze."

Tris paused, then said, "What happened next might depend on your point of view. I'll tell it to you from
the boy's and you can make up your own mind in light of what we've seen.

"In hisdream, he found himsdlf walking down awhite corridor with rooms on either sde of him. Glancing
into thefirst one, he saw ashrouded figure lying on atable smilar to the one in hisroom. He couldn't tell
if the figurewas dive or dead, and something kept him from entering the room to look more closgly. In
largerelief on the wall above the table was adesign of two red dragons intertwined.

"Now, our hero was alearned boy—books were hisretreat from hisfather's scorn—so he recognized
what few would. The dragons were an ancient symbol for Temris, the god of war.

"Believing that he was dreaming, the boy didn't fight the odd compulsion that drew him down the
corridor. As hewalked, he saw more rooms with shrouded bodies and the symbols of the old gods on
the walls. Most of them he knew, but there were severd held not seen before.

"The corridor went on and on, and still the boy walked. At last the compulsion pulled him into one of the
rooms and he |eft the corridor.

"He noticed that aheavy layer of dust lay over everything, asif no one had been in the room for avery
long time. On the wall was asymbol that he recognized not only from his own readings, but from its



libera use throughout the merchant's house: the cat of Altis,

"Cautioudy, he approached the covered figure on the table. As he did, he noticed that the dust on the
shrouds had been disturbed and that the cloths didn't lie as negtly astheir counterparts had, asif the
figure who dept benegth had been restless not long ago.

"With dream-born courage, the boy touched the fine blue silk with the intention of removing it. But touch
itwasdl that he did, for it dissolved into nothingness under hisfingers, thefigure it covered disappeared
with it, leaving only an empty table behind.

"As helooked down &t the unoccupied table, he noticed first adrop of hisblood on the table and then a
drop of ail that had escaped the container he held in his shaking hand. The drops mingled asthey
wouldn't in the waking world. He couldn't look away, not even when a deep voice spoke behind him.

"Who disturbs therest of the old ones, boy? Who meddles with forces beyond human ken? Thereis
great magic worked on earth again that disturbs the deepers, and a dragon rides the currents of the sky
once more. Thisisno safetimeto wak the halls of the gods and risk awakening them.'

"The boy fdt the voice as much as heard it.

"He knew that he was shaking, though hefelt no fear; the speaker seemed kindly, even fatherly. He
answered dowly, 'lI don't know about dragons or great magic, but | touched the shroud. | am Terran.’

"As hefinished speaking, Terran awoke draped over the altar. Worried about what his father would say
about the mess, he took off his tunic and wiped the marble surface as best he could.

"There was an ewer of water on the floor near the door, with a clean cloth folded negtly besideit. He
scrubbed the blood off his hands, face and neck before he noticed that there was no cut on his forehead.
The only evidence that he/d been wounded at dl wasin the bloodstained tunic and washcloth and the
pinkened water in the bowl.

"Terran emptied the ewer out the window and hid histunic and the stained washcloth among his clothes”

Trisdrew adeep breath. "That was Terran's first encounter with the god Altis. In further dream
conversations with the night god, Terran was favored with immense power that mimicked the magic used
by Wintersaine,

"Severd months later, Terran—caling himsdf the Voice of Altis—began to st up an organized religion
worshipping Altiswith the help of hisfather."

"Gods," swore Ridla "It wasn't Winterseine at dl." She thought about the odd way that Winterseine had
giveninto Terran'sdemandsto bed her.

Tris spoke quietly, "The only proof that the dream wasred isthat Terran's wound disappeared. A smdll
cut in the scalp bleedsfredy and hedsfadt. If the cut was actudly above the hairline and very smdll, it
would have been easy to missit. Moreover, ablow to the head often leads to strange dreams that seem
amost red "

Ridla continued the thought. " Of course he would dream of the old godsin such asetting, given his
proficiency with the legends. Everyone knows that oil and blood are common componentsin
gpell-making; certainly the son of amagician would.”

Trispicked up thelogica discusson. "l understand that many human mages don't comeinto full power
until after sexual maturity. If he experienced such a phenomenon after his dream, then he would attribute



it to the old gods rather than himself—especialy someone like Terran, who'd been taught he was
usdess”

Ridlarested her chin on her hands and gave him ahdf amile, though it wastoo dark for him to seeit. "l
should be reassured; al that we have said points to the ideathat Terran's power isthe product of latent
magic—something we are familiar with. But..."

"But," agreed Trisin atroubled voice, "thereisthe hedling of Tamass arm on the way to Winterseine's
keep. | could fed no magic. | thought that a skilled human mage might use magic in such away thet |
couldn't detect it, but | felt the magic in Winterseine's book from the moment we walked into his study.”

"l can't fed himwith my empathy at dl," added Ridla. There wasadight pause, then shesaid, "I think
Winterseine believes Terran is a prophet. When Winterseine touchesme, | can read him. Thereisan
undercurrent of fear in him now that he never had before, when | washisdave. | think... | think that
what he'safraid of is Terran.”

"Do you think Terran redly isaprophet?’ asked Tris.
"Yes"
"Sodol."

Ridlawas slent for amoment, then she said, "If Terran isredlly the prophet of Altis, theinvasonwe are
facing is directed by agod. How powerful are the gods anyway?" She was pleased that her voice was

Steady.

Trisshrugged. "I've never had a close conversation with one. We can wait here and you can ask Terran if
you like, but I'd prefer to remain ignorant. | understand the gods weren't strong enough to hat the Wizard
Wars"

"Maybe they didn't want to," commented Ridla

"Now, therésa cheerful thought,” replied Trisdryly.

Riadlalaughed rdluctantly. "Well get thisinformation to Ren and let him decide what to do with it.”
"Will hebelieveit?' Trisquestioned.

Ridlashrugged, flopped back and pillowed her head on her asamswith asigh, saying, "I don't know. |
don't think | was ever intended to be apy. When we get to Sianim, remind meto tell the Spymaster that
he ought to stick with the professionds. | seem to have turned asimple information-gathering mission into
defying the gods with aman who claims heritage with an obscure, al-but-forgotten race of tree-folk. I'm
surethat if | reflect uponit | can explain how it happened, but | realy don't want to think about it that

She caught aflash of whitein the gloom as Trissmiled. "1 haven't heard anything outside, so | think I'll go
scout. Let meknow if you cometo any brilliant conclusonswhile I'm gone." He picked a double handful
of grasdlike stalks out of the satchel and rolled over on hisback to shimmy out of the thornberry cave.

After Trisleft, Ridlasat up again. It would be good to have sometime to hersdlf again; she wasn't used
to being continuoudy around people. In Sianim sometimes she would go for days without talking to
anyone except her horses. The past month had left her little time to hersalf, and she was beginning to fedl
suffocated.



Trisnegotiated the dark forest asif it were daylight; his eyeswere well adapted to the dim light of the
moon. He choseto follow their backtrail, checking carefully for signs of being followed. After traveling a
respectable distance, he broke the stalks of grassinto small pieces and scattered them on the trall he and
Ridlahad left. Histweed would be even more effective than pepper for irritating the nasal tissues of any
animal tracking them. When he had used the last of the herb, he dusted his hands clean and |ooked
around.

He had reacted without thought this afternoon when he redlized Ridla had exposed hersdlf to such
danger. When sheld backed away from his anger, her fear had tugged at the link that bound them
together and triggered an atavistic rage for which he'd been unprepared. Although he'd been told a threeat
to the bond could cause such areaction, he'd dismissed the warning when Terran's rape had called forth
nothing unusua. Apparently the rape hadn't qualified as athresat to their bond. HE'd been able to control
the rage this afternoon long enough to continue his attack deliberately, hoping she would fight back. If she
had run from him... Hewould rather not know what could have happened. His laughter had been as
much relief as amusement. He needed thistime away from Ridlato collect himsdf.

Their backtrail covered, he decided to find the Uriah; it would be hel pful to know whereit was so they
didn't waste time avoiding it unnecessarily. Without Riadla's human presence, he wasfreeto travel by
sylvan ways. That would let him find the Uriah and return to Riala before she started to worry about him.

Humming under hisbreeth, he called to the magic around him, and spun it swiftly to form atunne before
him. He continued to spin as he walked into the shadowed way that |ead straight through the hillsand
vdleyslying in his path. The abundance of yew and oak here heightened the effect of hismagic, and it
took him minutesto crossthe distance it had taken half aday to travel.

When he reached the place where he and Riala had last seen the Uriah, he closed the tunndl and
emerged near the stream they'd followed most of the day. He set off in an easy |ope through the trees. It
didn't take him long to find the kill: amoose. Its bones were scattered adong the path the things had
taken—from the tracks it seemed that there had been more than one Uriah.

Trisstumbled over haf of one of the heavy leg bones, snapped nestly in two; he marveled briefly over the
strength needed to crack the dense bone. He spared amoment to be glad the creatures had happened
upon the moose rather than him and Ridla. The Uriah'strail was easy to follow, evenin the dark. Broken
branches and torn-up sod where several had briefly scuffled over something were asclear to Trisasa
chak arrow drawn on the trees.

Topping ahill, he caught sight of asmal fireto hisright. He dropped to awak and left the Uriah'strail to
investigete the camp.

As he neared thefire, Tris caught the salt-sweet smell of horses and was careful to stay downwind ashe
approached. The animals shifted uneasily at the noise he made climbing atree, but they camed down
when he made no aggressve moves.

From his vantage point, he could see there was no one in the small clearing, but the wood in thefire
hadn't been burning long. Tris assumed that whoever had built it would return, and he settled in for along
wait.

He made out Winterseings voice first, as the campersreturned.
"... don't understand why you insisted on leaving the guards behind. Thisisadangerous place.”

"Precisaly, Father. The more people that are running around the more likely we are to attract the attention
of any brigands or Uriah that arein the area. | can handle thieves or Uriah, but | can't protect atroop of



men from them." Terran's voice sounded more decisive than Tris remembered.

Tris crouched where he was and watched as Terran and Winterseine returned to camp with severa
cleaned fish on adring.

"We can't afford to let her get to Sanim with that dagger. If | am implicated in Karsten's degth, it would
keep me from controlling Darran. Are you sure that you know where sheis? We haven't seen asmuch as
afootprint.” From Winterseinésintonation, Tris received the digtinct impression that it wasn't thefirst
time that Wintersaine had questioned the direction he and Terran weregoing in.

"| told you, she's stopped aleague or two southwest of here.” Terran's voice had abiteto it. "Well catch
up with her sometime tomorrow. Y ou haven't seen her tracks because were not following their trail. This
route is more direct than the one they've been taking."

Winterseine asked the question that was foremost on Triss mind. "What do you mean their trail?|
thought shewas done."

Terran grunted then said dowly, "No. She's been traveling with someone dse. | can't quite seewho it
iIs—hemay be amagician of sorts." He paused, then commented, "He's not with her now, but he was
most of today. | suspect that he might have helped her get out of the hold.”

"Y ou mean that she'straveling with amagician?' asked Winterseine in arrested tones.
Terran nodded and began to prepare the fish for thefire.

Winterseine had his back turned so that Tris couldn't see hisface, but tension coiled in the human's
gance. "She stole my grimoire. We need to find them as soon as possible, before the magician redlizes
what he has."

Terran stopped working with the fish and looked at hisfather intently. "And just what isit that he has?
Y our spellbook? The one taken was the one that you wrote as an apprentice; certainly thereis nothing
there which amagician wouldn't dready know."

Tris, watching unseen, thought about the sheets of parchment that had fallen out of Winterseine's
spellbook and wondered.

Wintersaine hesitated. " There were some spdlls there my old teacher gave to me that | would rather not
pass down... and | do not relish the thought of another wizard paging through the book."

Those pages must be important, thought Triswith satisfaction.

Terran turned his attention back to their dinner, and Tristook advantage of the moment to leave the tree.
He eased quietly back into the forest and lost himsdlf in the shadows.

Thoughtfully, he resumed his search for the Uriah. The search had more urgency now, asit seemed that
he and Ridlawould be traveling tonight, and he didn't want to be stumbling into agroup of Uriahin the
dark.

He smelled them long before he saw them and, remembering tales of their acute senses, used hismagic to
draw the darkness more tightly around him and cover any sound he might make before he gpproached
more closdy.

There were six of them deeping; Triswas struck by how human they looked at rest. When heéld seen the
one before, he hadn't noticed the resemblance; they didn't move like humans any more than awolf moves



likeadog. At rest in the dark, they seemed nothing more than afilthy group of people.

Trisfound another treeto climb, onethat gave him aclear view of the Uriah. All of them were male, but
Tris had expected that. HEd never heard of afemae Uriah.

Onthefar 9de of the pack, one of them had used the root of an old oak as a pillow. There was a heavy
branch above it that |looked sturdy. Closing his eyes, Trisfelt for the magic that connected al of the trees
in the forest, then he looked for the particular tree he wanted. When he found it, he traveled dong the
flow of magic, reemerging on the branch of the oak, with the Uriah deegping just below him.

As helooked down, he realized he was closer than held ever been to one of them; ashiver ran up his
spine. Irritated with himsalf for his uncharacteristic fear, he craned his neck until there were no leaves
between him and the deeping creature. That was when he noticed something around itswaist. A sturdy
leather belt hung loosdly on the Uriah's hips; the broken strap of asword or knife sheath was il
attached to it, though the sheath was gone.

Thething below him, in spite of everything Tris had ever heard, had once been human. The heder inhim
dtirred. If thiswere some kind of disease, he might be able to reverseit.

A single Uriah he might have held till with hismagic so he could examineit, but there were too many for
him to risk coming any closer. The one below him was touching the root of the oak Tris perchedin. It
would not be as efficient as touch, but the tree could serve as a conduit for hismagic.

Trisbraced himsdf more securely on his branch, then searched for the thread of magic al living things
have. He followed the flow of the tree's magic to its roots and reached out for the creature that he knew
was there, and touched. ..

Back in the sheltering thornberry, Ridlarose to her hands and knees at Triss agony. Taken unprepared,
she cried out. She sought him, dropping her barriersrecklesdy in her worry.

Rialla? It wasfaint, but it was clearly hisvoice that answered her frightened call.

Areyou all right? she asked urgently, though she could tell that he wasn't hurting now. Therevulsion and
shock that he felt were still strong, and madeit difficult for her to read his thoughts over the din of
emotion.

Yes... talk later, when | get back, he said.
She sent her agreement and withdrew from him, waiting done for hisreturn,

The Uriah had woken at Trissinvoluntary cry. Redlizing that food perched just overhead, the one below
him began to climb the tree, making an odd mewling sound asit did so.

Tris pressed hisface to the rough bark of the oak. It was amost more than he could do to reach for
another tree near enough for his purposes. He found another oak on the far side of the clearing and used
hismagic to pull him there. It took four such jumps before he quit smelling the Uriah.

Treebark did past hishands as Trisfdll to hiskneeswith bruising force, retching helplesdy.

The Uriah that he'd touched was dead, but held to mock life by human magic so twisted that when he
touched it and tried to coax it to hisuseit fdt asif held touched molten rock with hishand.

Tristook in ashuddering breath and rose to hisfeet. Seeking out the stream, he threw cold water on his
face. The shock of the temperature did much to dleviate his queasiness. Traveling through the treeswas



hard and draining work; it took him two tries before he was able to form the tunnel that would take him
back to where Ridlawaited.

RIALLA WASPACING OUTSIDE THE CAVE OF THORNBERRY when Tris came back with his
backpack. On aforked stick near her were two good-sized trout.

"Areyou hurt?' she asked, taking a step toward him.
"No, but I'm hungry.”

She eyed him narrowly, but the link between them informed her that he was not lying. After catching the
fish, sheld gathered enough wood for asmall fire, and she nodded &t it. "Isit safeto light thefire? | don't
know about you, but | prefer my food cooked.”

"The Uriah aretoo far from here to smell the fish cooking. Our other pursuers are doubtless adeep by
now." Helit thefirewith abit of magic and sat down nesr it.

"Other pursuers?’ Rialaquestioned, filching the knife he carried in his boot.

"Wintersaeine and son are camped an easy morning'swalk from here. Apparently Terran doesn't have any
trouble tracking our movements from adistance.” He described briefly what hed overheard.

"Isthat where you got hurt?' Rialla questioned with atouch of concern, cleaning the fish. She discarded
the entrails behind anearby bush.

Trisshook hishead. "No, that was the Uriah and my own stupidity. After | saw Winterseine and Terran,
| hunted for the Uriah—there's a pack of six—so we wouldn't run into them trying to escape
Winterseine. When | found them, | thought that | could help them with atouch of hedling. That'swherel
got hurt.”

"Stupidity isright,” said Ridlawith adawning grin. Y ou lectured me al day about Uriah. Do | get to
return the favor?'

"No," he answered. "l think | learned my lesson the hard way."

Shelaughed and handed him afish and ahandful of willow branches. Taking her own fish, she hooked it
on alarger forked willow branch and began to weave a crude basket around it. "Tell me how you
traveled 'an easy morning'swak' and back in such ashort time."

"Magic," hereplied easly as heworked on hisfish.

They roagted their fish in silence broken only by the spit and hiss of the fire. Watching flames dance,
Rialaexamined dl the possihilitiesthat she could think of, until only one remained.

"How long would it take you to travel to Sianim by yourself?* she asked.

Trislooked up from hisfish. After amoment he shrugged. "I can only use the faster ways until | reach the
road, so it should take two days, maybe three, assuming the cook was right when she told me how far it
was from the crossroadsto Sianim.”

Heturned his gaze back to thefire. "I'll not leave you behind. Getting the dagger and the booksto Sianim
isnot worth your life"



"Nor isit worth yours," she answered. "l agree, but | don't think they'll kill me—I'm avauable dave,
remember? | believe Terranisthe Voice of Altis, and it isimportant that Sianim be made aware of it.
You said Terran can track me; then let him. 1t will give you timeto get thejourna away. If wewalit for
him to catch up with us, they may winit dl. It would beidiotic to assume your magic could overcome
both amagician and a prophet of Altis. In fact, your being with me could put me in worse danger. They
dill think | am adave. They want theitemswe stole, and they'll keep me dive at least until they find out
wherethosethingsare.”

Trissaid nothing, so Riala spoke again. "I might be able to evade them while you take the booksto
Sanim and return here to help me. Without the necessity of reaching Sanim, | can choose a path that
gives me an advantage over amounted pursuit.” She knew that if Terran had some god-given means of
tracing her, shewould be caught. If she were careful, though, she might be able to stdl them until Tris
could return and help her escape.

"Your fishisburning” wasdl the reply Trismade. He pulled his own dinner out of thefire.
Ridladidn't push him. She picked up her fish and began to ext.

Finaly Tristhrew hisfish bonesinto the fire with aharsh sigh. "I'll be back infour or five days. Don't
worry, | can find you. Now, tell me how to locate your Ren."

Rialahestated, trying to decide how to describe the ancient maze in which Ren kept his office. At last
shesaid, "l think that it would be easier to tell you how to find Laeth. He should be back by now. Renis
more likely to listen to him then heisto astranger.” She explained where Laeth's gpartment was. "If you
can't find the gpartments, then just ask anyone in the street how to find the Inn of the Lost Fig; the
innkeeper isafriend—hell know where Lagthis”

"I'll find him," he said shortly.

Trisdid under the thornberry branches and returned with the spellbook and itsloose pagesin onearm
and the journa tucked under hisbelt. Regaining hisfeet, he walked to the satchel and brought out the
dagger. As he bent over, the pages won their freedom at last, diding out of Winterseine's book to flutter
to the ground.

"I don't think that | want to leave those for Wintersaeineto find," said Tris, giving them agrim look. "Nor
am | overanxiousto pick them up.”

"What about thefire?' asked Ridla
"It'sworth trying,” answered Tris.
With the ad of the cooking sticks, Trislifted the pages and set them into the small camp fire.

For amoment nothing happened, then ahollow boom echoed through the woods, and the flames
converged on the parchment sheets, deserting the wood until even the coals were black and cold.
Gradudly the flames died down and | eft the pages glowing.

"This could bedifficult,"” commented Trisin an abstract tone.
"Cursed difficult,” agreed Ridla, shaken.

Tristurned to grin at her, saying in athestrica voice, "But | have the most destructive force in nature at
my cal. Watch and marve, fair lady.”



He hunted diligently under the nearby trees, summoning amagelight to help him. At last heretrieved a
wrinkled sacklike bdl that he pick up gingerly between two fingers. He carried it back to the dead fire
and st it ddlicately on the gtill-glowing sheets. In the light emitted by the radiant parchment, Rialathought
the gray bal looked shriveled and harmless.

"What isthat?" she asked.
"Spore sack."

Trisused one of the cooking sticks and prodded the leathery sack lightly. Ridlaplugged her earsasthe
ball exploded... with an inaudible puff. She could see firdess smoke escape from the ball and leisurely
settlein an ashy mist upon the pages.

Ridlasnickered.

Trisignored her and stared intently at the spore-bearing parchment. The pages glow began to dim then
flow outward, fading as the nearby grasslengthened and flowers bloomed from the magic that was
released. Rialacould hear a soft Sighing sound asthe leaves of the nearby bushes brushed against one
another, growing with the magic that human mages had used to saturate two thin sheets of lambskin.

Gradually, darkness regained its hold and the light faded. Tris stood over the dead cods of the fire and
cdled amagdight.

Asthey watched, a soft breeze danced lightly againgt their skin and dissolved the buff-colored sheetsinto
minute fragments that scattered in the wind's path, leaving aring of white mushrooms on the ashes of the
fire

Ridlalaughed softly. "The most destructive forcein nature, huh? Rot.”

Trisgrinned. "Exactly."

CHAPTER TEN

"Tris," sad Ridla, as she watched Tris double-check to make sure that he had everything. "1 don't know
if I've ever thanked you for what you've done. If | don't see you again, | wanted you to know that I've,"
she gave him an odd smile, as sheredlized the truth of what she was saying, "enjoyed our association.”

He gave her an indecipherable look that faded to humor as he stood up. "If | don't seeyou again then..."
He moved swiftly for one so large and cupped her chinin hishand.

Ashiswordstrailed off, Rialathought about backing away from hislight hold. With amenta shrug she
decided to enjoy hiskissinstead. When he stepped back, his breathing was as unsteady as hers.

Heheld her gaze and said firmly, "I'll seeyou in three or four days.”

Ridlawatched him run until he waslost in the darkness, before starting off on her own. If Terran and
Winterseine were so close, she would need to travel through the night to stay ahead of them.

Rether than continuing in the direction that they'd been traveling, Rialamoved directly away from where
Trishad indicated Terran and Wintersaine were camped.

The path she took led through the thickest undergrowth she could find. Without atrail Rialawasforced
to struggle through the interwoven leaves. Branches grabbed at her hair and tripped her when she least
expected it. When sherapped her shinsagaing afdlen limb for the fifth timein as many minutes, she



reminded hersdlf that sheld chosen this path because it was much more difficult for arider to get through,
and pressed on.

Trishad told her that the ground in this direction was marshy, and twice she was forced to edge around
boggy patches that |ooked like open meadow. She crossed arock-strewn stream that left her feet wet
and cold. By the time morning light began to filter through the trees, she had covered severd miles, and
the constant awareness of Tris had faded.

As shejourneyed, Rialaused the position of stars, and later the sun, to guide her so shetraveledina
draight line Terran could not shorten. She walked until she was sstumbling with exhaustion, then climbed
up into the shelter of alarge old apple treeto rest in the late afternoon.

Asthe sun was stting, Ridlawas up and walking again. Shetried to contact Tris, but evidently hewas
now too far away to reach. Twice she found bear tracks, but no sign of Uriah. She would have been
more comfortable in the desert of her childhood rather than the temperate and moist climate of southern
Darran, but this had its advantages as well. Because of the high rainfall, there were streams scattered al
over the gentle hillsand valley bottoms.

Knowing that Terran could track her by whatever mysterious process his god dlowed, shedidn't try to
hide her tracks. Instead she waded through mud and crawled under thickets that the men on horseback
would haveto ride around.

On the afternoon of the second day they found her.

She was drinking from a stream when she heard their horses, and she sat back on her heelsto wait for
them.

Wintersaine spurred hishorseto agallop and pulled it up rearing in front of Riala. Blank-faced, she
focused on the horse's legs, noting absently that its hooves needed to be trimmed and reshod.

Winterseine jumped to the ground and grabbed her by the hair, pulling Ridlaroughly to her feet.
"Bitch!" he spat. "Whereisit? Where is the book?"
"She can hardly answer while you are shaking her like that, Father," said Terran in mild rebuke.

Isdic dropped her to her knees and grabbed something from his saddle. "Answer me, bitch. Whereisthe
book you stole? Where isthe dagger?'

Keeping in mind the part she had decided to play, Ridlaanswered dully, "He took them.”
The whip whistled when it came down on her back. Terran caught his father's hand before he could hit
her again.

"She'stdling thetruth." There was cold certainty in the younger man'svoice. "Why don't you ask her to
explain before you damage her beyond reclamation? Y our temper could cost you a valuable dancer.”
Without waiting for hisfather's reponse, Terran addressed Ridla. "Who took them?'

Ridlaeyed Winterseine warily from under her brows. Hewas al but shaking with rage at Terran's
interference.

She kept her voice submissive as she answered, careful to be truthful—it sounded asif Terran could tell if
sheweren'. "The man who traveled with me, the one L agth told me would come here. Hetold me that it
wastimeto leave the hold and go to Sianim—so we did. After aday or so, he said that you were



following me—so heleft with the dagger.”

"He took the book too?" snapped Winterseine.

Rialanodded her head.

"How long ago did he leave?' The dave trainer's voice wastight.

"Two days" Ridlasad evenly.

"Thisman you were with," asked Terran, his voice soft, "was heamagician?'
"Yes"

"What was his name?'

"Henamed himsdf Sylvan.”

"After the forest-folk?" said Terran, sounding momentarily intrigued. "Father, do you know of such a

mege?
Wintersaine shook hishead. "I doubt he was using histrue name.”
Terran turned back to Riala. "How did hefind the dagger?’

"He spent severad days searching before he accidently bumped the book you hid it in," Ridlareplied. "He
disguised himsdf as awoodcraftsman. Hed learned the trade in hisyouth.”

"Why did you escape with him? | would have thought that you knew better than that by now." It was
Wintersaine's question.

Ridlatilted her head and spokein the tones of one stating the obvious. "He said it wastimeto go. Laeth
iswaiting for mein Sanim.”

"Don't you understand, Father? She wasn't escaping. Laeth istill technically her owner. Hetold her to
obey this Sylvan. It isn't up to her to question hisorders.” Terran petted her cheek with the same
affection aman might show adog. "She'sagood girl—aren't you?

Ridlaremained impassive though anxiety coursed through her—was that sarcasm that she heard in
Terran's voice? It was hard for her to decipher from histone done, but she didn't darelook up at his
face.

"Just because you dept with her isno sgn that sheistdling thetruth,” snapped Winterseine impatiently.

"Father," said Terran dowly, without the deference that Riallawas used to hearing from him, "just
because my magic works differently than yours does not makeit wesk. | can tell truth from falsehood.”
Hisvoice took on undercurrents that were meant for Winterseine done. "'If you choose to forget my
capabilities, that is your problem.”

"I don't understand what you mean." Winterseine's voice was full of innocent affront asfdse asaglass

ruby.

"Of course not. Just remember that without me, your chances of become King of Darran are minimal a
best. Especidly if the dagger should arrive in Sianim.” Cold menace laced Terran's speech. Rialakept
her head lowered.



"| think that we understand each other,” commented Winterseine coolly, as he dipped the heavy leather
collar around Riala's neck again and tugged her to her feet. When he touched her, Ridlafet hisfear...
and hatred. " Shall we head back?'

There was no horse for Ridlato ride; their pack-horse was heavily laden with supplies. Instead, she
walked briskly beside Winterseine's mount. The ground was rough, and the horse could travel no faster
than she. It picked the easiest path through the brush and left Riallato fight her way through as best she
could.

That evening they stopped beside a stream and ate camp fare from the packs the spare horse carried.
The stew was unseasoned, but might have tasted better without the tight knot in Rialas ssomach.

After they'd eaten, Terran filled asmall earthenware bowl with water from the stream. He knelt beside
the bowl and nicked his thumb with hisknife, letting afew drops of blood spill into the bowl. With the
bowl in hishands, he sat cross-legged with his eyes closed.

While he meditated or prayed, Ridlafinished washing the dishes from dinner and repacked them.
Winterseinetied Ridlas armstightly behind her and attached her leash to atree. He unrolled his bedroll
and closed hiseyes.

Ridlawastoo uncomfortable to deep, so shelaid her cheek againgt the rough bark of the tree and
watched Terran without interest. The setting sun still gave enough light that she could see him clearly.

She shifted awkwardly, trying to ease the discomfort of her arms, and wished that Tris were around to
untie her. She was familiar enough with the whip to know that Winterseine's blow had only raised awelt,
but it was rubbing painfully against the tree.

A weird cry reverberated eerily through the darkness and was answered dmost immediately from the
other side of their camp. Ridlajerked reflexively againgt the ropes that held her helpless asyet athird
Uriah sounded from somewhere just behind and to her |eft.

She stared intently at amoving shadow in the nearby bushes, gradualy becoming aware of other forms
that surrounded the camp. She redlized sheld been smelling them for awhile, but had been too tired to
redizeit. Triswasright; they smelled like rotting corpses.

As shewatched, they crept closer, mute now. Thiswasamuch larger group than the one sheand Tris
had found. She could count twenty easily, and suspected that there were more lurking in the shadows.

Winterseine had cometo hisfeet at thefirst cry. He stood between Rialaand the small camp fire, so she
saw him only as a shadowed figure that dowly pivoted until he'd looked al the way around.

Terran set the bowl asde and roseto hisfull height. He seemed relaxed and unworried. "It'sdl right,” he
said. "They have come because they know who | am.”

When he spoke, the creatures quit moving. If Rialla hadn't been watching them before, she wouldn't have
been able to pick out where the Uriah stood in the darkness.

"Poor things," Terran commented in aconversationd tone. "Thefirst Uriah were made before the Wizard
Wars, and the black secrets of their making should have died with the last of the Great Ones. But
Geoffrey a€Magi had to play with the twisted magic once again. His perversion of magic was what
awakened the old gods." Terran shook his head. "The purpose of having an a€Magi, an Archmage, was
to prevent such forbidden magic; obvioudy it hasn't worked.”

Terran waved hishand vaguely at the Uriah. "Thisisthe reason, Father, that Altis must conquer the



West. Magic istoo powerful aforce for humansto wield unchecked.”
Ridlathought that Winterseine's sillhouette stiffened, but she couldn't be certain.

The Uriah began to move again, closing in on the small camp. The horses shifted nervoudy and began
tugging at the ropesthat held them—so did Ridla

"Poor things" said Terran again and held both hands over his head, palmsfacing outward. "Listen!" His
voice became that of the prophet of Altis, echoing oddly in the trees. At hisfirst word the Uriah halted
their dow advance. If her hands had been free, Ridla could have reached out and touched the one
nearest to her—not that she had any desire to do so.

"Hear me, Altis, Lord of the Night. Release these thy children. Release them, Alltis. They suffer for
another'ssin.”

The Uriah began to make awhispering noise, over and over again. The hair on the back of Rialas neck
prickled as she listened closaly to the nearest Uriah.

It spoke, but not in Darranian. In the Common tongue, it whispered, "please,” over and over again. Ridla
looked at it closdly, and saw thet it wore the remains of the uniform of one of the Sianim guard units.
Shock rippled through her as sheredlized that it must have once been human.

Riallawas no magician, but even shefdt the power in Terran's voice as he shouted, "Release them,
now!"

Sowly at firgt, then dl at once, the Uriah fell to lie on the ground. Ridlakept her gaze on the Uriah
nearest her. As she watched, the thing's body twisted and changed until she was looking at the corpse of
ahuman in agtate of advanced decomposition.

Itlay till whereit fell, without breathing.

Winterseine looked around at the corpses and then said, "WEell have to move camp. | don't know about
you, but | can't degp with thissmell.”

Ridlastared at the dead body that lay beside her. Uriah were said to be virtualy immune to magic, and
Terran had just killed a least thirty of the thrice-cursed things.

She didn't know how strong Triswas, but she didn't think that any kind of magic, human or otherwise,
was going to be able to defeat Winterseine's son. If she didn't escape before Tris returned, therewould
be a confrontation that she and her healer would lose.

Tris couldn't use the sylvan path to travel the whole way; the magic was draining and less effective asthe
yew and oak forest gave way to willow and birch. Still, in less than two days, he reached sight of
Sianim— congderably faster than ahuman would have.

In the center of alarge valey rose a steep-sded plateau with asingle narrow, walled path leading
upward to the city. The path was crowded at thistime of the day, and Tris was forced to dawdle dowly
behind atrain of donkeys.

The noise from the city was desfening after the quiet forest. Tris followed the donkeys to the center of
Sianim, where the markets were, then hetried to find someone with whom he could communicate. Living
in Darren mogt of hislife, he spoke Sylvan, Darranian and only a smattering of Common: acombination
of gesture and dang that merchants had devel oped and the Sianim mercenaries had made their own. HeEd
hoped to find someone who could speak Darranian. but he had to make do with his poor Common.



He gave up trying to find Laeth's gpartment, but the Lost Pig was easier. When three or four people
pointed to one of the winding streetsthat Sianim was inflicted with, Tris started down it.

After ashort walk, Trisfound abuilding with heavy rusting chains attached to dl four corners. Asthe
largesgninfront of the building had an orange pig rolling its eye dyly, Trisassumed that thiswasthe
place he was looking for.

He stepped inside, and dmost retreated at the press of noisy people. On the far side of the room, asultry
woman did through adoorway bearing atray filled with brimming mugs. Surmising that the innkeeper
would aso be behind the doorway, Tris began to work hisway through the room.

Hewas only partidly through the tavern when someone caught at his deeve. He spun around to seea
man in lesther armor pointing mutely to the far end of along teble.

Triss gaze followed the gesture, to discover Laeth and Marri trying to push their way through the
crowded pathway. Laeth was trying to say something, but the noisein the room prevented any sound
from carrying even such ashort distance.

When the two managed to make it to where Tris waited, he started back to the main door. Only when
they were outside did anyonetry to talk.

"Tris, what are you doing here?' asked Lagth. "WherésRidla?"

"Somewherein aDarranian forest, | hope,” replied Triswearily, rubbing the back of hisneck. "'l need to
deliver these" he dipped the books out of histunic and pulled the dagger from the sheath he normaly
used to carry hisown knife, "to the Spymadter, Ren, then | need to get back to Ridla. Can you help me
findhim?'

"Why didn't you bring Ridlawith you?' queried Marri.

"Winterseine and his son were following us. Ridlathought that she could evade them until 1 could bring
these here; after dl the trouble we went to, it would have been a shame to have to return them.” Tris
knew that it was overly easy to read his concern for Ridlain hisvoice, but he was too weary to disguise
it.

"I could take the package to Ren," offered Laeth.

"That would leave you freeto return. If you can describe where you are, | can get some friends together
and ride after you with reinforcements.”

Triswas tempted, but shook his head. "No. Thejourna | brought needs explanation. It would take me as
long to explain it to you ashim—and | can make him believe me. If you can take meto Ren, I'll get this
over with."

"Right," sad Laeth. "Follow me."

Heled the way through the streets to alarge building that was probably as old as the city. Centuries of
minor additions had made the building look lopsided and disordered. The stone steps inside were worn
with the weight of generations of feet. Lagth knocked briskly on a scratched wooden door.

"Go away!" ordered avoice fromwithin firmly. "I filed the report yesterday.”

L aeth looked at Tris and shrugged before opening the door and peering in. "It'sonly me" he said with his
head insde the door.



Tristrailed Lagth and Marri into the room. The enclosed space smelled musty, asif it hadn't received
fresh ar inalong time. Seated behind adesk too large for such asmal room, afrail-looking man was
running hisfingersthrough histhinning har.

A second man had been seated comfortably on apadded chair facing the desk, but when he saw a
woman enter the room, he cameto hisfeet. Trisknew that his eyes had widened, but he'd never seena
man dressed in such a manner—not even among the more foppish Darranian nobles. The man's
expensive |leather boots were dyed a hideous shade of orange, contrasting with emerald-green velvet
trousers trimmed in orange lace. The man's tunic was also mostly emerald-green, except for the long,
flowing orange deeves. Hishair was curled in ringlets that descended to his shouldersin a cascade any
woman would have been proud to claim.

"Ah, what a pleasure to be interrupted by such alovely vistor," he said, stepping forward to kissMarti's
hand. "Allow meto introduce mysdlf. | an Lord Kisrah."

Before anyone had a chance to respond, the man behind the desk, who Tris assumed wasthe
Spymeaster, cameto hisfeet aswell. "Laeth, | told you that | had someone scouting Winterseine's
holdingslooking for Ridla. | will tdl you when | have news."

"I have newsfor you, Sr," answered Laeth, blithely ignoring theirritation in the Spymaster's voice, even
as he deftly pulled Marri behind him and away from Lord Kisrah.

Trisnarrowed his eyes at the human peacock. "Lord Kisrah," he said dowly, "the Archmage.”
Kisrah bowed formally. "The same.”

Ren cleared histhroat and took charge. "l am Ren," he announced firmly. "Thisyoung idiot is Laeth,
sometime Darranian lordling and currently mercenary of Sianim." Somehow Ren managed to make the
second title the more imposing.

His voice softened as he continued, "With him is Lady Marri, widow of Lord Karsten of Darran, and
soon to be Laeth's bride. Lord Kisrah has done us the courtesy of introducing himself, and | am not sure
who you are, Sir." He directed the last toward Tris.

"l an Tris," replied the heder. " Sometime hedler of Tallonwood, currently messenger for one Ridla, dave
turned horsetrainer turned spy. | have severd thingsto deliver to the Spymaster of Sianim.”

Trishanded Ren the books and pulled Laeth's dagger from the boot sheath he normaly used to carry his
own knife. "The dagger isthe one used to kill Karsten. Ridlaand | found it in Winterseine's keep."

Lord Kisrah gestured, and Ren gave him the dagger. The Archmage curled hisfingers around the hilt and
muttered a phrase. "Winterseine held the pomme when it last killed—but | didn't know Lord Karsten. I'll
have to have something of histo confirm he was the man who died. | have to confess, however, | am
curious how you expect to get a Darranian court to believe the word of amagician.”

"Riadlawas confident that Ren was capable of such afeat,” replied Trisbriskly, "but we found something
that might help. The larger book isWintersaine's grimoire, conveniently embossed with his
sedl—complete except for afew pages of vellum that did out as we escaped.”

Kisrah took the book Tris extended. As soon as he touched it, his casua interest became intense. He
held the book for amoment then set it on Ren's desk. "What did you do with those pages?' The indolent
manner that had characterized him until that moment was gone. In its place was the powerful presence
that belonged to the a€Magji.



"They were impregnated with magic to the extent that | was not sure they were safe to touch. When they
fell out of the book, | destroyed them, rather than leave them for Winterseine's use.”

"Destroyed them? How?" asked Lord Kisrah, hisface white and shaken.
"With magic, Lord Kisrah, how else?" Triss eyebrows rose.
"Ah, well," said Ren, "a least they are not in Winterseine's hands. What isthe small book?"

"That," said Tris, "isthe most interesting item we retrieved. Riala says you are concerned about a
prophet who is planning to take over our lands."

"The book implicates my uncle?' said Laeth without surprise.

Trisshook hishead. "It'sthe private journal of the VVoice of Altis. Y ou would know him better as
Teran."

Laeth and Marri looked at Trisin astonishment; the others obvioudy didn't know who Terran was.

"My cousin Terran?" asked Lagth increduloudy.

"Winterseines son,” said Ren.

Lord Kisrah gtiffened. "Winterseine's son is not amage. | wasthere at histesting.”

"No," agreed Trisblandly, "Terran is not amage, heisa prophet.”

"Winterseine's usng hismagic to alow his son to declare himself aprophet.” Ren's disbelief was obvious.
"No," sad Trisagain, "Terran is aprophet of Altis— at least Ridlaand | think s0."

"Gods," swore Laeth in asoft tone.

"Yes," agreed Tris. "'l think that you'll find Terran'sjournal most—" He broke off and flinched asa
searing pain touched his back.

L aeth gripped his shoulder. "What's wrong?'

Trisshook his head grimly, reaching for Ridla through the bond between them; but he couldn't touch her
mind. All that had reached him over the distance was the brief lash of pain.

"l haveto get back," he said. "Read thejourndl ... and keep an open mind.”

Tris had requested a horse, knowing that it would be faster to ride until he reached the forests. Laeth led
him to the stable, and produced adeek gray gelding.

Urgency replaced fetigue for the first hour that Tris rode, the gelding moving smoothly in aground-esting
trot. Sianim grew distant and was gradually replaced by the farmland that surrounded the city, whichin
turn gave way to rolling hills as Trisfretted about Ridla. As soon asthe last of the farmland fences ended,
he | &ft the road.

Though the distance was too great for him to contact Ridlamentally, the bond they shared gave him a
direction to follow. If he assumed that her pain meant that she was in Winterseine's hands, then it would
take speed on his part to catch them before they returned to the dave trader's hold.

Triswanted to catch them in the forest, where his powers were at their greatest, instead of the cold stone



building that housed Terran's shrine to Altis. He suspected that Rialawas correct; Terran and
Winterseine were too powerful to attack directly. However, the forest was hisdomain, and in the forest
there were other methods of combat.

He rode on, until the horse hung its head in exhaustion and he was in little better shape. His connection
with Ridlamight alow him to locate her, but it required concentration; twice he had to correct his course
when fatigue distracted him.

Reluctantly Tris decided that he would have to stop or risk losing hismount and histrail. The decision
was made dightly easier when he concluded that, even if he managed to find Riala, he would be too
exhausted to do anything other than surrender out of hand.

Ridlashifted stiffly when Terran untied her hands. The discomfort from her bonds had kept her awake
for most of the night. Her hands were numb, and her arms ached despite Terran's gentle chafing.

When she could move her hands, Terran handed her a cup of something hot and spicy that she didn't
recognize. It must have had some medicind property, as she felt considerably better by the time shed
finished drinkingit.

When the camp was broken and the horses saddled and packed, Winterseine untied her leash from the
tree and secured it to aring on his saddle.

It took along timefor Ridlato work out the awkwardness from having been tied up dl night. Thelong
chase, combined with lack of deep, was wearing her down. Her wesk leg protested the punishment that
sheld given it; after midday her scar began to burn from the abuse.

They finally worked through the worst of the underbrush and came to aclearing bisected by a shalow
stream, and Winterseine pushed hishorse into atrot. Rialamanaged to follow for severa paces, then her
leg cramped. As shefought for balance, the leash around her neck snapped tight and she fell to the
ground with punishing force.

Wintersaine dragged her severa |lengths before stopping his horse, adding to the mounting number of
bruises and scrapes that covered her. She coughed and choked from the force of the collar on her neck
as she fought grimly to straighten her leg out, but the large musclein her thigh kept it firmly pressed
agang her chest.

Terran dismounted and placed one knee on her shoulder and both hands on her knee. With his greater
leverage he was able to straighten her leg, forcing the muscle to elongate. As her leg stretched out, he did
his knee down until it rested on her hip and began kneading the rigid muscle.

Ridlagared at hislong-fingered hands working on her bare thigh and thought of another time they had
done the same. She shuddered as revulsion swept through her; tired and in pain, she didn't have the
strength to control her thoughts. She twisted violently to the right at the same time her abhorrence hit
Terran with theforce of ablow.

Terran flinched ingtinctively, loosing his hold on both her leg and shoulder. Ridlarolled away from him,
crying out as her leg snapped back and the muscle cramped again. She twisted and fought, but she
couldn't straighten her leg and keep the collar from choking her a the sametime.

Wintersaine's horse was used to leading daves who might jerk or fight the leash. But this mad thing
writhing on the ground was something e se. It snorted uneasily, then reared and fought in earnest as
Ridlas barriers dropped, and exposed the anima to her frenzy.



Terran drew hisknife and sawed at the tough leather that bound Ridlato the frantic horse. Winterseine
managed to keep the horse from bolting, but the leash wasn't long enough for safety. Both Ridlaand
Terran were within easy reach of the flashing hooves.

Terran had cut most of the way through the strap when a particularly violent tug from ether Ridlaor the
horse sngpped it the rest of the way. Prudently, Winterseine let the animal get some distance from Ridla
before hetried to cam it down.

Half-strangled and blinded by panic and the matted hair in her face, Rialafought tenacioudy against any
attempt on Terran's part to get anywhere near her. Coughing, she rolled on the ground, unableto run
because she il couldn't extend her leg.

Shewas aware of asharp sound, asif someone clapped his hands, and then she didn't hear anything at
dl.

Panic and pain woke Tris up from a sound deep, and he came to his feet before he wasfully awake.
When heredlized that it was Ridlas emotion he was fedling, he called to her, demanding answers, but it
was usaless,

He swore, once, then collected himsdlf. He was il too far from the heart of the forest; the sylvan ways
would be dower than riding.

He tightened the cinch on the saddle and mounted. She wastoo far from him for hisarriva to make any
difference to what had happened. It would take him better than half a day to reach her—if she stayed
where she was. He touched his cavesto the gray's sides, and the gelding legpt gamely into arun.

From somewhere Riala heard her name being caled. Something about the voice made her fight out of
the darkness that succored her. Just as she was awake enough to respond, Tris quit caling her.

Her offending leg had subsided to adull ache that was matched by onein her jaw. She assumed Terran
had hit her to calm her down. Her throat ached from the dave collar, making it painful to swalow. Her
cheek, shoulder and good leg were abraded from being dragged behind Winterseine's horse, but al
things considered, she wasin better shape than she deserved for acting like anidiot.

Ridlaopened her eyes dowly and sat up, rubbing her sore chin. She couldn't have been out long,
because Terran and Winterseine were both ill trying to cadm down Winterseines horse. Terran's horse
and the pack anima weren't in the clearing.

If she could trust her leg, she could snesk off into the forest and call Terran's mare to her. Mounted, she
just might be able to get awvay. When she sarted to get to her feet, her thigh muscle cramped warningly,
S0 she subsided. Therewould be abetter time.

When Wintersaine's horse stood il at last, foam lathered his flanks and chest, atestimony to the
violence of hisfight. The gelding held his head low, and his ribs heaved with the effort of breathing.

As soon as held gone over the horse to check for injury, Winterseine mounted. "I'll go find your mare and
the packhorse; you stay with the dave and see that she doesn't go anywhere.”

Terran nodded his head and watched his father ride through the brush. Ridla could have told them that he
was riding the wrong way, but she wasn't fedling particularly helpful just now.

When Winterseine was out of sight, Terran walked over to Ridla

"Areyou dl right?' he asked, knedling beside her.



Hewastoo close, and Riala stiffened dightly, but nodded. Terran started to say something el se, but
stopped abruptly. He turned her abraded cheek to the sun, where he could see in more clearly.

It occurred to Ridlathat she wasn't feding any pain from the scrapes now, just awarm tingle. She pulled
her face out of hishand and looked down at her arm that should have been covered with an abrasion
from shoulder to wrist. The wound was till there, but as she watched, it faded rapidly, until the only thing
that marred her skinwasdirt.

She stared dazedly at her arm, and tried to gather her scattered thoughts.

"How areyou doing that?" asked Terran with atouch of excitement in hisvoice.

Ridlablinked a him stupidly for amoment. "What?'

"This," replied Terran, gripping her wrist and shaking it at her. "How are you healing yourself?*

"I'm not." She shook her head and pulled her arm back out of hisgrip. It wasn't something that adave
would do, she couldn't tolerate histouch. "I don't know what's going on."

"Father saysthat you're an empath. What else are you?' Terran asked intensdly, leaning forward. "Thisis
magic, but it's nothing I've heard of anyone having the ability to do. What are you?"

Ridla scooted back from him and shook her head, whispering, "I don't know what you're talking about.”
She decided to take the offensive. After her performance when her leg cramped, Terran was bound to
think that shewasafew kernds shy of afull measure. So shelet her voice become shrill asshe
continued, "I don't know what you're doing to me."

Ridlaneeded something to take his attention from her, o she used her gift to find hishorse. The mare
had stopped at anearby patch of whestgrass. Rialadidn't have to work hard to persuade the animal to
return, because the little horse adored her rider. With scarcely any reluctance she left her snack and
started back, the pack-horse following her lead.

"I'm not doing anything. It'syou. | can fed it, the healing magic in you." Therewas conviction in hisvoice
and atouch of wonder. "I've heard there are creatures that live in the Northern forests that can hedl like
that. Are you ashapeshifter?’

Ridlalooked a him increduloudy. She knew quite well she had no magical abilities. Y et she could fed
Terran's sncerity; he knew that she was healing herself. She knew that she wasn't.

Triscould hedl, but she couldn't imagine he was stupid enough to do so without making sure than no one
elsewas around. He wouldn't have lasted in Darran if he weren't careful about things like that.

The gray mare trotted unconcernedly into the clearing, followed by the packhorse. She whickered softly
when she saw Terran, and thrust her nose againgt him, rubbing enthusiasticaly.

Without taking his eyesfrom Rialla, Terran reached up and rubbed the maresface. "Good girl," he
crooned soothingly.

Ridlapulled her legs up to her chin and wrapped her arms around them. Sherested her face against her
knees and closed her eyes, shutting Terran out. After amoment she felt him move away. He was only
biding histime, but she was thankful anyway.

Tris?shecdled.



Hisreply, when it came, wasfaint, but steady. In it she could fed relief. Are you all right? What
happened?

I'mfine. At least | think so. Tris, did you heal me a few minutes ago?

What? he asked. Before Ridlacould tell him what had happened, shefelt his sudden comprehension
followed by abrief flash of guilt.

It'sall right, he said. There's nothing to worry about. Do you remember the bond that | formed
between us to allow you to communicate with me?

Yes, she answered.
The healing is a result of that bonding.
What? Shelet him fed her exasperation at hisinadeguate explanation.

The magic | useis not like that of humans, he explained. Sometimes it requires little initiative to
work.

She thought about the implications of what held said. Do you mean that some of your magic decided
to heal a few scrapes and bruisesin front of Terran, without any action from you—and it could do
it again and neither you nor | could do anything about it?

Some of her fedings must have made it through to Tris, because when he answered her it waswith a
strong burst of reassurance. | should have warned you that this would happen, but | didn't expect it
quite so soon. | can control the healing; | wasn't aware | needed to.

You knew that this would happen ? What do you mean ? What else should | expect?Ridladidnt
know exactly what she was fedling—some combination of anger and bewilderment.

Again shefdt atouch of guilt from Tris. | should have told you before. I'm sorry. | suspect that now is
not the time to go into it, but when we get through with this mess, I'll sit down and explain what's
been going on.

Ridlaopened her eyesto see Terran watching her intently. She reburied her face in her kneesand said,
This had better be quite an explanation.

Without looking a Terran again, Riala sat back and began to work her weak leg. Triss magic had taken
care of her cramping muscle, but she needed to occupy hersdf with something in the face of Terran's
steady regard. She had the uncomfortable feding that he knew she was communicating with someone.

Wintersainefinally returned, looking harried. When he saw that the horses had returned on their own, he
didn't look any happier.

"Stupid beasts," he commented sourly, swinging off his horse with athletic grace. "We might aswell spend
the night here. Therésastorm coming in, and we won't make the keep before nightfall.”

Ridlahadn't redized that they were so close.

While Terran occupied himsdf with lighting afire and starting another traveler's stew from dried mest,
Wintersaine unpacked the horses and staked them out nearby.

Since no one seemed to be paying particular attention to her, Riala decided to make use of the creek.
Shetook off her shoes before walking into the stream, clothesand all.



Shuddering at the cold, she sat down in the knee-high water and scrubbed off the dirt and sweat she'd
acquired over the days of frantic travel through the forest. By the time she was finished, she was numb
with cold, but blessedly clean. It was still warm enough out that her clothes should dry before she had to
deegp in them—athough judging by the black clouds overhead, it would probably rain tonight anyway.

She got out and began squeezing the water from her tunic as best she could without disrobing. She
suspected the fabric was permanently stained, but at least it didn't Stink anymore.

"Ridla"

Warily, sheturned to look at Terran where he stood near the small camp fire. Winterseine was some
distance away, picketing the horses.

"There's some wild onion to your left. Would you pick it for me? If you see anything ese that'll add some
flavor to the stew, get it aswell.”

Relieved, Riallaknelt to do as he asked. The onion was easy enough to see, once it had been pointed out
to her. Shewasn't fond of it, but she harvested it until she had adouble handful. She looked around for
anything ese that looked edible and noticed afamiliar plant growing in the shade of asmal bush.

Sliding over toit, she examined it carefully. It looked like the plant Tris had called whitecowl. Whitecowl,
she remembered, was a deeping draft. She hesitated, but the thought of arriving at Winterseine's hold
tomorrow gave her courage.

Ridladidn't know how much to use, so she gathered dl the leaves from the plant. The leaveswould be
obvious next to the onions, but she found some danddlions nearby. Torn off the plant, the two leaves
looked similar enough that Ridlacouldn't tell the difference.

Shetook al of the plantsto the stream and washed them off carefully before taking them to the pot of
stew and dumping them in. Terran thanked her with anod and continued stirring.

Ridlamoved asfar away as she dared before finding alikely ssump. She sat down and then
finger-combed her hair until she could braid it back out of her face. She didn't have anything to tie it with,
but hoped it would be awhile before it came undone again.

The dampness of her clothes made it seem colder than it was, the wind was tirring with the oncoming
storm. However, the shiver that caused her to wrap her arms around herself was caused by anxiety more
than cold. She could only hope that the whitecowl didn't do anything distinctive when it was boiled—like
turn red and gtink.

The sky was darkening rapidly with evening and signs of the summer storm. By thetime Terran called
them over to edt, it was nearly dark and the wind had picked up speed.

Rialaexamined the stlew carefully, but she couldn't see anything wrong with it. She smdled it
unobtrusively, but it only smelled like wild onions and salted mest. The deepening shadows and Ridla's
distant perch madeit easy for her to pretend to eat while surreptitioudy dumping the stew to the ground.

When everyone was through egting, Rialla gathered the dishes and the pot and carried them to the stream
to wash. Shetook her time, hoping that the otherswould fall adeep before Winterseinetied her up for
the night.

When she turned back to thefire, the small hope that had been steadily growing in her dissipated. Clearly
outlined againgt the fire, Winterseine sat comfortably on alarge rock, tossing hisknife hilt over bladeinto
theair, then catching it and sending it spinning again. In the distance Ridlaheard arumble of thunder.



Riallawalked dowly to the packs that Winterseine had removed from the horses and put the bowls and
the pot away. Hoping nothing showed in her face, she returned to the fire,

"Savegirl," purred Wintersaine softly.

Sheraised her eyesto him in mute question, distrusting the satisfaction in hisvoice.
"Magiciansuse alot of herbsin their spells. Did you know that?' He smiled at her.
Rialas stomach knotted, but she kept her face blank as she shook her head.

"Whitecowl has adidtinctive taste, dmost minty. The onionswere anicetouch. | amost didn't catch the
flavor of the whitecowl intime. Terran didn't." Winterseine nodded acrossthefire.

Ridlalooked where hed indicated and saw for thefirst timethat Terran waslying on hissde—clearly
adeep.

"But then he's not amagician. | need to thank you, dave girl." Winterseine€'s voice drew her attention
back to him. "1 have been trying for sometimeto get Terran in just such aposition. My poor Tamasis
caught up in this Altis cult my son started; | knew it was uselessto ask him to poison Terran as he did my
nephew Kargten."

Up went the knifein aglittering twisting motion, then back to rest in the deft hands of the magician.
Lightning cracked across the sky as the evening storm grew nearer.

"| am afraid that Terran has forgotten that others have ambitionsaswell,” continued Winterseine. "Heis
so caught up in his own myth he forgets more mundane issues.” He shook his head sadly. "He was angry
that | killed Karsten. He hoped | would give up when the swamp beast failed.”

"But the diverson worked, and Karsten died,”" commented Rialla.

Winterseine laughed. "It was supposed to kill Karsten, not act asadiversion. | had ageaslaid upon
it—but the geas couldn't force it away from an empath. Somehow Terran learned of my plans. | didn't
redize why heingsted on bringing ahdf-trained dave to Karsten's celebration—not until the creature
attacked you that night. She was an empath too. After shekilled hersdlf, Terran must have remembered
that you used to be an empath and decided to use you to break the geas instead.” Winterseine's voice
had gotten quieter with the force of hisrage. "He thought that | would not kill if | had to do it with my
own hands. Foolish of him. How does hethink that my father died... ahunting accident?'

Wintersaine was talking more to himsdlf than to Riala. She hoped that he would get distracted enough for
her to run. In the darkness she could hide from him for along time.

"After Terran dies," continued Wintersaine thoughtfully, "1 think | shall send Tamasto Sanim to poison
my nephew Laeth. Lord Jarroh might also be a problem, but one of his servants has done jobsfor me
before—another one will be no trouble.”" Winterseine smiled with pleasure, and achill crept up Riadlas
gpine. Shewastoo far away to touch the madness she had felt lurking undernesth his surface, but she
could seeit clearly in the eyes of the man who talked so casually about murdering his own son.

"Caeric, our little-boy king, doesn't have any legitimate male heirs. After ten years or so of acting ashis
regent, | will have accustomed Darran to my rule, and when Cerric dies | will bethe logicd choiceto
replace him—after al, my bloodlines are tied with the roya house. But perhapsit would be better if
Cerric just goes mad, and needsto be locked up for life; I'll take things as they come.”

Winterseine paused and held the knife ill for amoment before sending it spinning into the dirt near



Terran's head. It landed with athump, burying itself hafway up the bladein the dirt. He shifted his gaze
from hisdeegping son to Ridla. Shetook an involuntary step back and he smiled again, dipping apouch
off hisbelt.

"l was worried about killing Terran. | trust that you've heard the stories he tells about the coming of the
old gods?' He paused to give her time to answer, but seemed unconcerned about her lack of response.

"Unfortunately, the stories are true. Terran does seem to have some sort of tie with the god Altis. When it
first began, | thought that it would be good to have my son with so much power." Winterseine shook his
head. "But | can't et him do as heintends. | spent the most productive years of my life bowing to the
aeMagi. When hedied, | stole the key to the Master Spells so that | would not have to do that
again—now | haveto bow to Terran's control. Terran's!" Winterseine spat the name out with outrage,
but regained control of himsdf and said calmly, "I have discovered that dthough Altis grants my son
power, he does not dwayswatch over him. This..." Winterseine showed Ridlaasdlver ring that he wore,
the one she and Tris had found in ahollow book while they were searching the sudy. "Thisalowsmeto
know when my son iswatched by his god. Asat thismoment heisnot.

"If | wereto kill Terran mysdf, as| did Karsten, Altiswould destroy me—finding who wielded the knife
or potion would be child's play even to ahedgewitch. But | have another way." As he spoke,
Winterseine opened the pouch and removed four neat bundles of cloth. These he unfolded. There was
something inside each bundle, but the darkness kept Ridlafrom seeing exactly what it was. Winterseine
combined the substances until he held only one cloth square in his hand.

"I will, of course, be devastated at the death of my only son. It seems that we went out chasing a
runaway dave and she knifed him while he dept—I warned him that she was subject to suchffits. I, his
grieving father, destroyed the dave—but vengeance is no substitute for alost child." His voice was sad,
belied by the wide smile on hisface. He said something in alanguage that Riala didn't understand and
then blew the contents of hiscloth in her direction.

"Taketheknife, and kill himwith it." Winterseine's tone was cold and harsh, demanding instant response.

Ridlatook astep toward Terran, then stopped. She bit her lip in an effort to resist Winterseine's
command.

"Taketheknifeand kill Terran withiit," repeated Winterseine, adding a hand gesture.

Two steps more, and her hand closed firmly on the warm haft of the knife. It felt heavy in her hand, asif it
weighed more than any knife should. Shetried to drop it, but her fingers merdly tightened their grip.

"Kill him." She couldn't see Winterseine now; her gaze was focused on Terran'sface, but shefelt the
demand and raised her knife. Hoping that Triswas near enough to hear, she called out to him silently.

Rialla? Inthetimeit took her to knedl beside Terran, Triswas able to grasp what was happening and...
Ridlafelt asurge of srength.

She stumbled to her feet and took a step back from the deeping prophet. She tossed the knifeinto the
fire and turned to see Winterseine rush to hisfeet, hisface amask of rage.

"Who areyou, dave girl?' Unknowingly, he paragphrased his son's question from early that day.

Shegavehimagentlesmile. "l an Ridla, horsetrainer of Sanim.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

"A horsetrainer?' questioned Wintersaine, smiling. "Well, who would have thought it? L eath brought a
Sianim spy with himto hisbrother's castle.”

"Asyou are contemplating the murder of your son, | don't think you have the purity of soul to pass
judgment,” commented Ridladryly astherain begantofall.

"Ah, my dear,” Winterseine said, shaking hishead sadly as he picked up anearby stick and used it to
knock the knife out of thefire. "Familia diminationisan old Darranian art form. Spying, on the other
hand, isabetraya that is much more difficult to overlook. Ah well, with you dead, thereisno way to
prove Laeth's espionage activities—and | need you dead.” As he spoke, he made afaint motion with his
hand and the compulsion to pick up the knife returned.

With Tristo strengthen her, Ridladidn't even svay. Winterseine'slipstightened with annoyance. "When
did you become amagician, dave?’

The power that Tris had poured into Ridlato let her escape Winterseine's spell was as effective asa
drug— and as dangerous. Even as she warned hersdlf to be cautious, a smile stretched itsway across her
face and she heard herself answer, "As| said earlier, though perhaps you did not hear, | an not adave. |
have not been onefor avery long time."

She touched her cheek with her hand. With magic-heightened senses she could fed the scar where sheld
diced her cheek, despite Triss spell. Almost without thought, she strove to dismiss the magic that marked
her as Winterseine's possession.

Lightning illuminated the dark forest momentarily, followed soon after by the reverberation of its
accompanying thunder.

AS SOON ASRIALLA SOUGHT HISHELP RESISTING WINTERSEINE'S spdll, Trisdid off the
horse. He pulled the bridle and saddle off, setting the animal freeto go or stay asit would.

Heknew he wasn't going to find Ridlain timeto help her directly; the bond would have to serve them.
He wasn't sure how much he could help her over such adistance, but there was green magic in the ssorm
that had awakened in the night. Trisdrew it to him ruthlesdy, ignoring the rains that began to pour from
the heavens.

He thought only to keep Rialaout of Winterseine's control; he hadn't considered the possibility that she
could use the magic that he gave her. When she began to dispd hisilluson, Tris stepped in ddlicately to
guide her manipulaion.

Thisway, hesaid. It doesn't waste so much magic.

Ridlaaccepted hishelp gratefully. Thekidskin fell into her hand, the shadow of the tattoo fading away,
but Triss magic, under her control, had chosen to do more than that. Under her fingers her cheek was
smooth, without scar or blemish. Her amile widened as she met Winterseines gaze fully.

"I'm neither dave nor magician." Shetook a step closer and gripped hisleft hand firmly in her right. "Have
you forgotten?| am an empath.”

The unexpectedness of her move kept Winterseine momentarily motionless, and then it wastoo late.



Ridlacaught him in amaelstrom of emotion.

Thistime there was no room full of peoplefor her to draw upon, only Winterseine himsdlf. Sheignored
her indinctive revulson and sought the faint trails of destructive emotion that he kept hidden from himself
inthefar recesses of hismind. Sheignored the rage that had more than atouch of insanity init: it would
merely strengthen him. She found instead al the fearsthat had been growing since his son had discovered
thet the god of night il lived.

Shetook hisfear, strengthened it with doubt, and pulled it closer to his conscious mind...

Winterseine ripped himsalf free of her hold. She could seethe sweat that stained his shirt in thelight of the
fire

"Bitch," he said. Hisleft arm, the one sheld touched, hung limply at his sde—areflex only; she had done
him no physical harm.

He motioned sharply with hisright hand. Thistime the hand motion was no arcane move. She saw the
flash of slver and dodged to the side.

Ridlahad trained dmost obsessively at Sianim, struggling to rebuild her confidence. The knife
Winterseine had produced from a hidden sheath on hisarm merely dipped across the skin of her upper
arm before landing in the dirt behind her.

Regting her weight lightly on the balls of her feet, she flexed her knees dightly, looking for the opening that
would alow her to touch him again. Not over his clothing—that would diminish the effect; she needed to
touch him skinto skin.

Already theterror that sheld pulled to the surface of Winterseine's thoughts was receding asthe dave
master replaced it with rage. Though she couldn't fed his anger, she could seeitin hisface.

Careful , warned Triswithout disturbing her concentration. He's getting ready for something. Can you
feel the magic he'samassing?

Winterseine smiled and stretched hisright hand toward her. He made agrasping motion, and Ridlafet
pain explode in her chest. Shefédl to her knees, gasping for breath that wouldn't come. Trisswarmth
gpread dowly across her chest, and with it the ability to breethe, though the incapacitating pain remained:

Rain began to fdl, pounding the ground with the force of its descent.

Winterseine had stepped closer. Ridlarolled, extending her arm; she touched hisboot for an instant
before he stepped away. In that moment she took the achein her chest, and Triss empathetic pain, and
thrust them at Winterseine. Even through the heavy lesther, the contact broke his concentration and
Ridla's agony faded.

Ridlarolled to her feet, panting with the triple effect of her own pain, Winterseines and Triss. The hurt
faded rapidly. Without Winterseine's magic to interfere, Tris quickly repaired the dight damage that had
been done.

"Thereis magicinyou," accused Winterseine. "'l fdt it.”

In the few naked moments she had touched Wintersaine, she'd discovered the fear that haunted him. The
moment had come to take advantage of it.

Ridlashook her head and then danted aglance at Terran, ensuring that the dave master saw the adoring



expression with which she regarded his son. In asoft voice she said, "No. Itisin him.”

A touch of fear crept back into Winterseingsface. ™Y ou only dept with him. He's dept with many
women." There was defensvenessin hisvoice.

Ridlaremembered then that Winterseine had objected to his son'srelations with an empath. She smiled
dowly, to make him nervous. "They weren't likeme."

"If you are so ensorcelled, why did you send him to deep?”

Ridlanoticed that he wasn't paying as much attention to what she was doing, and she inched herself
closer to him. She shook her head. "Heis not like you. He would have objected to your death." She
amplified hisfearswith wordsinstead of empathy. "He knowsit isthe best thing to do, but heistoo
honorable. It is unfortunate that you didn't eat that stew. Y our death at my hands would have been much
less painful than the onethat Altis has planned if | failed my task."

For an ingtant Winterseine's fears caused him to freeze. In that moment Rialla pounced. With amove she
had practiced countless times, she gripped hiswrist and twisted, locking his elbow. Stepping to the side,
she placed her free hand on his shoulder blade, pushing him forward and down. When she knocked his
feet away, she held him pinned face down in the mud with her foot on his shoulder and hisarm twisted
panfully behind him.

Wearily, sheturned her face into her shoulder to wipe away the sweat and rain so she could see.

Tris, shesaid, you'll have to break the connection that binds us together. If you don't, you'll get
caught up in the backlash. | can't protect both of us.

Rialla! he said urgently, but she pushed him away.

Assuming Triswould heed her warning, Rialaturned to Winterseine. HEd quit struggling as soon asiit
became obvious that the only thing he could accomplish was didocating his shoulder. Ridlas hand was
on hisbarewrigt.

She began with hisfears, the ones that were readily apparent. Winterseine would know what she was
trying; hismind was disciplined, orderly. Only the touch of insanity—the rage fueled by the fear that his
son was controlling him—gave her the meansto defeat him.

Shetried to ignore the stray thoughts that crept in; emotions were her weapons. Shefound hisfirs fears:
his son emerging from his room, white and shaken, glowing with power ... thefirst time Terran
stood up to his father and Winter seine backed down, knowing without a doubt that in a power
struggle the son was stronger ... and presented those fedings to Winterseine. Her own heartbest
picked up in time with his. These were the fears spawned by his memories; because she used hisown
emotions, Rialacouldn't step away from them as she had managed to when sheld killed the empathic
feeder the night Karsten died.

Ridlatook hisreaction to the old thoughts and reinforced them, driving him deeper into hisown
nightmare. She reached further, for older hurts and uncertainties. She reached the boy he had been,
vulnerable to taunts and shame, and presented those voices to him again.

Only when she heard him cry out did she fan the flames of hisrage. Earlier hisanger had been afocused
flame, protecting him from the fear; with Rialasintervention it became an overwhelming wave, drowning
out coherent thought.

It wasn't enough.



She added her own terror, the memory of the battle with the swamp creature, the horror of becoming a
dave again. She reached deeper and found the terror of being helpless at the mercy of ruthless captors,
the sick fear of being beaten, knowing just how much it was going to hurt... deep, soul-eating sorrow
of living alone among strangers with no family bonds, and no chance of it changing... Some part
of Ridlaknew that the last thought wasn't hers or Winterseine's, but she was too preoccupied with what
shewas doing to search out where it came from. Even as she worked to project her emotions, shefelt
Winterseine fighting for contral.

If she didn't take Winterseine out now, he would kill her, but it wouldn't stop there. Triswould hunt
Winterseine down, and she was afraid that the hedler wouldn't stand a chance against Winterseine's

meagic.

Shuddering, she reached into herself for the small place she kept hidden for fear of her sanity. It washere
that the emotions and last thoughts of her family dwelt with the death of Jarroh's child-daveand a
hundred others. She drew the vell of shadow aside, pulling athread of the tangled horror and thrusting it
at himvicioudy. She struggled to keep aoof; knowing what was to come adlowed her to ded with the
pain and fear faster than Winterseine could.

She fed her horrorsto him one by one, and dowly she could fee Winterseine weakening. She had to
break him and get away from the campsite before Terran woke up.

Momentarily distracted by her fears, she reached for one last memory, searching deep.

Thistime shelost the smdll thread of cam that alowed her to maintain the distance from the pain, and
became tangled in the morass of emotion. It wasn't until shefought her way through that she redlized why
it had been so hard to maintain her distance.

Alone, even among his own kind. Set apart both by his refusal to let fear dominate his actions and
by the kind of ability that had been dying from hisrace for a long time. Another man might not
have been banished for saving the human child, but he was different, with no one to speak for
him.

Ridlawas caught up in Trissmemoary.

Franticaly, she fought to free hersdf of it and the others that were beginning to seep in through the breach
of her defenses; she needed to be detached or she would be swallowed in the tempest sheld created in
Winterseine's mind. To do that she had to find Trisand get him out.

At that ingtant, when the last of her bastions against pain and fear were failing, Winterseinelost his bettle.
The growing miasma of terror and anguish that he'd been holding back hit Ridlawith the force of ablow.

Almost without thought, she abandoned her effortsto rebuild her shields and tried to protect Trislong
enough so that he could leave her. Apparently he knew what she was doing, because just before she lost
hersdlf in the storm of emotion, hiswords echoed to her.

Sorry, love. Hismenta voice was ragged with the same pain that was ripping through her. | tried to tell
you earlier; | can't leave you anymore.

Onthe edge of the forest, Trisfdl quietly to rest on time-faded leaves from autumns past. The gelding,
too well trained to leave itsrider, nudged gently at Triss cheek, then began to graze as the rains poured
down and lightning flashed in the sky.



RIALLA CRIED OUT ASSHE LOST HERSELF IN THE STORM of emation. Something hit her
hard on the shoulder, throwing her away from Winterseine'sjerking body. She hit the ground and
collapsed into afetal curl, whimpering with the pain in her head. She was too close to unconsciousnessto
appreciate the difference between a bad headache and the much more harmful torment that had been

tearing her gpart.

Lying on the ground, Ridlalistened to Winterseine's hoarse moans and started to shake as her body
responded to the stress of the battle. Some part of her recognized what must have happened: Terran had
knocked her away from Winterseine in the moment before she would have joined him in perpetua
madness.

The emotiond torment sheld just been through precluded any sort of emotion at al. She couldn't even
manage to be worried about Tris. There would be time enough for that, she supposed, if Terran alowed
her to live long enough to discover how Tris had fared.

She could hear Terran mutter over hisfather, but she didn't think that even the power of the gods could
restore Winterseine's reason. It would have been kinder to kill him, but sheld failed.

Winterseine's noises quieted, and Ridlaheard Terran get up and move to the supply packs. He came
back and picked her up with agrunt. If it had been anyone e se touching her, he would have falen to the
ground screaming; she hadn't even begun to restructure the shields to keep her emotionsfrom
others—but she dill couldn't touch Terran with her mind.

Air hissed involuntarily between her teeth from the pain in her head when Terran set her down on one of
the blankets. He wrapped it securely around her and braced her in agtting position. With onearm
around her chest, he pressed a cup againgt her lips and half-forced severd swallows of spicy acohol
down her throat.

She choked and gasped, but the alcohol did itsjob, and her tremors dowly subsided.
"Better?' asked Terran in aneutrd tone, giving her the haf-full cup.

Ridlanodded warily, and he backed away until she was supporting herself. He got to hisfeet and fed the
dying camp fire until it was dancing merrily. She couldn't read anything on hisface.

From nearby darkness came a choked-off cry, and she saw Terran momentarily tense, but he didn't look
toward hisfather. Instead he turned to face Ridlafully. The fire was behind him, alowing night to shadow
hisface, while he could see her clearly. She didn't know if she showed anything beyond the distant
numbness that protected her.

"The damageto him is permanent?' Again his voice was detached.

Riallanodded. She paused and said in avoice that matched Terran's, "He hasn't been totaly sanefor
sometime. He would have reached this point eventually regardless.”

Terran nodded. "1 know." He studied hisfoot asif it had some sudden significance. "1 oweyou my life,
Ridla Thank you."

She hadn't expected gratitude. Ridlaeyed him warily and inclined her head.

Terran Sghed. "He would have killed me. Tamas warned me that my father had approached him. | took
Father aside and explained what would happen to anyone who attempted to harm me—I thought it
would be enough to stop him.



"It started when | caught him using Altiss nameto gain willing daves. Altisisn't opposed to the natura
order, but he has no need of daves, and didikes having his name used frivoloudy for persona gain. When
| explained thisto Father, he reacted badly.

"] think he made hisdecision to kill me after | tried to save Karsten. | liked Karsten, and his desth wasn't
necessary for Altiss purposes—just Father's. | thought | could take care of the spirit-eater, the swvamp
beast Father intended to kill Karsten. He thought that such a creature would fan Darran's fear of mages
and stop any dliance with Reth. But once it touched you, killing it would have killed you aswell, so |
gave you the chance to defeat it. Father wasright: it didn't occur to me that he would kill Karsten
himsdf."

Riadlasat mutely through his speech, nuraing the remaining drink and gradudly recovering from her efforts
as her headache eased. When Terran stopped speaking, she thought of something that bothered her.

"How isit that you recovered from the degping draft that fast?' she asked.

Terran shrugged and said, "' Poisons and drugs affect me only as much as Altis seesfit to dlow. | was
never redly adeep, but | couldn't move. Altiswanted Father rendered harmless and he chose you to do
it, because | would not."

Ridlajerked her head back at hislast statement, her anger outweighing her fatigue. "No," she said firmly.
"| choseto attack Winterseine on my own. Altismay rule your life, but he does not rule mine."

He amiled then, atired and sad amile. "Doesn't he?"'
Riallaset asde the blanket and stood, turning away from Terran.

"Where are you going?' There was no threet in Terran's voice, but Rialla stopped, turning back to face
him.

"Wherel belong,” shereplied.

"To Sanim?' heasked. "Y ou could stay here, with me. Altis appreciates beautiful things, asdo |. He will

rulethisworld, you know; it will be awondrous place. He will alow no violence, no wars or hatred;
people will worship him and have no need for power or gold. They will hold to Altiss purposes and be at

peace.

Ridlamet his gaze steadily. "Y our Utopia cannot exist when humans are given the right to make their own
decisions. People can dways find something to disagree about.”

Terran shook hishead. "In Altiss kingdom, people will be granted the wisdom through Altis, to make
correct choices."

"I understand now why Altis does not object to davery,” commented Ridlaquietly, "asthat iswhat heis
proposing for everyone. A daveisgill adave, evenif sheiswell treated. | will never willingly beadave
agan, Terran. | would diefirst." Therewas peace in that knowledge, a peace she hadn't known before,

"So beit." Terran nodded, stirring the fire with aconvenient stick.

Ridlawaited. Terran watched her amoment and then smiled again. "Go back to Sianim, Ridla. Y ou have
served Altiss purposesthisnight.”

Ridlawasted no time escaping the clearing where Terran sat with hisfather. As soon as she could no
longer seethe light of the camp fire, she stopped and searched with her weary empathic talent for any



hint of Triss presence.

Rialla?

She could tell that he was exhausted and in pain, but she was so happy to find him aive she didn't care.
I'm coming, shetold him. Wait there.

No, hereplied shortly. I'mfine, and | can come to you faster than you can travel here.

Ridlafound acomfortable place to Sit, under the shelter of alarge tree where the rain didn't fal as hard.
Shewaited.

It took Trislessthan athird of the timeit would have taken a human to find Ridlawhere she dept on the
wet ground.

She dtirred briefly when he wrapped the saddle blanket around her, but she didn't really open her eyes
until he started cooking over the fire—it smelled good.

"I had to leave the horsewhen | came," he said, stirring the small pot suspended over thefire, "but |
brought the saddlebags with me." Without pausing in his speech, or looking away from his cooking, he
continued, "1 believe | owe you an explanation.”

Ridlasat up and rubbed her eyes. Though the rain had stopped, it was still dark; she hadn't dept long.
Shefelt surprisingly good for the brief rest—~but that was one of the benefits of traveling with ahedler.

"I believeyou do."

He set the long-handled spoon on arock and left his stew. He crouched on his hedsin front of her. He
cdled amagdight to him, giving Ridlaaclear view of hisface. "Among the sylvan, thebonding | set
between usisused to mate pairsfor life," he said badly.

She stared a him. "Y ou mean we're married, and you didn't tell me?"
She surprised alaugh out of him. "'l suppose you could look upon it so, yes."
"Why did you do it?" she asked.

"Before | met you, the woman who caled meto Talonwood gave me a seeing. Such things are unclear
by their nature, but from what she said | knew that | would meet the one with whom | could bond.”

"Y ou mean that you could not bond with anyone you pleased?’ Ridla asked.

"No. | have never met anyone with whom a bonding would work. There are so few sylvan now, fewer
dill ever find abond mate.”

Riallathought about what he had said. "Y ou formed the bond between us because a seer told you it
could work?'

"No," hesad. "l did it because | finaly found someone with whom | could belong." He stood then, going
back to the food, but he didn't pick up the spoon.

Instead he bowed his head and said softly, "I'm sorry.”

Deep in her own thoughts, Ridlaonly dimly heard him continue. "1 thought at first that | could bregk the



link, if you didn't want it. It isn't supposed to strengthen asfast asit did. In the old days, when my people
were many, theinitial ceremony lasted for three months. If the couple were unwilling to continue so
bound, the link was removed. Trennatold me we could bond. She didn't say that you'd be willing."

Ridlaremembered the things shed learned about him last night, remembered the soul-egting londliness
and found its echo in hersdf. If she'd known of such abond, she would have moved mountainsto
achieveit. When she considered it, the bond didn't frighten her—not at dl. She hugged her reply to
hersdf for amoment, then said softly, "I'm not.”

"I know," said Tris, misunderstanding. "But there's nothing that | can do about it. It's been too late Since
Wintersaine put you on the water whed."

"No," said Ridla, lifting her face so he could see her smile. "I meant that I'm not sorry, not that I'm not
willing"

Triswhirled to face her, and gave her the autocratically displeased look that shed seen him turn on
Wintersaine. Ridlabit her lip, knowing that he'd be offended if she laughed. Half her euphoriawas
caused by fatigue, so she fought to keep properly sedate.

"Youlet megrovd," Trisgrowled.

Ridlaburied her facein her kneesand lost the battle, giggling helplesdy.
Trissmagelight faded into darkness.

"Theft," purred Tris, sometime later.

"Thief," acknowledged Ridlawith deepy laughter.

FINIS

Lord Jarroh looked up in someirritation when alight knock sounded on his study door. He had |eft clear
ingtructionsthat he did not want to be disturbed. Glancing out the window, he saw that night had fallen
while he was working on his books.

With asigh, he set his accounting aside and walked around his desk to open the door.
"y e

The hallway was dark, so he couldn't clearly see the person who had disrupted hiswork.
"Y our pardon, honored gir. | have information for you, of a private nature.”

Lord Jarroh received many such private messages—one of the reasons that he aways wore afine mall
shirt under his clothes. He stepped away from the entrance and waved the messenger in, shutting the
door softly behind him.

"Y our busness?'

"Lord Karsten'smurder,” said Ridla, lowering the hood of her cloak so he could see her face clearly. "I
told you to consder thelogic of desgnating Lord Laeth as Karsten'skiller. Have you?'

Lord Janroh's hand went ingtinctively to hisknife, closing on the haft, but hisface lost none of itscalm



aoofness. "Yes. Disregarding what | saw when Karsten died, Lord Winterseine would be the most
logical candidate. | have known both him and Lord Laeth dmost aslong as | knew Karsten; if | had not
Seen Laeth stab Karsten mysdif, | would never have believed it. Unfortunately, Lord Winterseine has
recently been struck with an illnessthat makesit impossible to question him.”

Ridladipped the messenger bag off her shoulder and brought out athick book, Laeth's dagger and two
sheets of parchment. "I have, gir, for your perusa, several itemsof interest.

"Thefirgt isLord Winterseine's grimoire. It has been rendered harmless by the a€Magi, Lord Kisrah.
Y ou will notice Lord Kisrah removed severd pages and destroyed the lock.

"The second isthe dagger used to kill Lord Karsten. We discovered it in asmall keep where Lord
Wintersainetrans daves.

"Thethird itemisaletter from Lord Kisrah detailing his reading of the dagger. Furthermore, heiswilling
to swear that Lord Winterseine is a mage powerful enough to have served on the wizard's council.
Certainly he could have created an illusion so you would bdieve it was Laeth's hands on the dagger.”

Lord Jarroh shook his head. "That does not matter. Do you think that a Darranian court will take the
word of the Archmage on amatter of state?"

"No," replied Ridla. "We had hoped, though, that you would be willing to consider the evidence.”
"Towhat purpose?’

"My lord," said Ridla, "we would like you to insure that Winterseine and his son Terran do not inherit
Lord Karsten's estates. If you are not convinced of Lagth'sinnocence, then et the estates go to the
crown.

"Thefourth item that | brought for your consideration, my lord, isaletter from Ren, Spymaster of Sianim.
Hefedsit should answer any questionsthat you might have about Sanim'sinterest in this matter.”

Riallatook a step forward into the light. "L ord Jarroh, Lord Karsten was killed because he believed in an
end to the feuding that has cost both Darran and Reth so much. He foresaw a day when peace would
rule. Winterseine was not alone in planning Karsten's degth; do not alow the killersto triumph. Giving
them the power and prestige of Karsten's estates will destroy his dream.”

Lord Jarroh reached out to tilt her face until the light of anearby oil lamp illuminated her clearly.
"You areLagth'sdave”
She shook her head and took a step back. "No, | am Laeth'sfriend.”

He dropped his hand and pursed hislipsin thought. Findly, he met Ridlas steady gaze. "Tell Lagth | will
do my best to clear hisname. For hisbrother's sake, | will seeto it that the marriage between our
princess and King Myr of Reth takes place as planned.” He paused, looking at Rialasflawlessface, then
continued softly, "Even if it meansan end to davery.”



