BOOK ONE
Kerowyn'sRide

One
"Blessed-look out!"

Everyone turned and stared; at Kero, and at the boy about to lose the towering platter of bread.
The racket of pots and voices stopped, and Kerowyn's voice rang out in the silence like a trumpet call,
but no one answered this cdl to arms. They al seemed confused or frozen with indecison. The scullion
staggered two more steps forward; the edible sculpture, two clumsy, obese bread deer (astag and a
reclining doe), began diding from the oversized serving dish he was attempting to carry aone.

Idiots! Kerowyn swore again, thistime with an oath her mother would have blanched to hear, but
it seemed asif shewasthe only one with the will or brainsto act.

She sprinted across the dickly damp floor of the kitchen, and caught the edge of the platter just
as the enormous subtlety of sweet, egg-glazed dough started to head for the flagstones.

The lumpy mountain stopped just short of the carved display plate's edge. She held it steady
while young Derk, swesting profusely, regained his bresth and his balance, and took the burden of
twenty pounds of sweet, raisin studded bread back from her.

He got the thing properly settled on his shoulder and headed for the Great Hall to placeit before
the wedding party. Kero listened for amoment, then heard the shouts and applause from beyond the
kitchen door as the bread scul pture appeared. The clamor in the kitchen resumed.

Kero licked sweat from her upper lip, and sighed. Shewould have liked to have staggered
backward and leaned against the wall to catch her breath, but she didn't dare take the time, not at this
point in the serving. The moment she paused there would undoubtedly be three more near disasters; if
shetook her attention away from the preparations, the tightly-planned schedule would fal apart.

She knew very well sheredly shouldn't be here. She probably should have been out there with
therest of the guests, playing Keep Lady; that was what would have been "proper " To the six helswith
"proper.” If Father wantsthis feast to be a success, | haveto bein here, not playing the lady.

The kitchen was as hot as any one of the six hells, and crowded with twice the number of people
it wasintended to hold. The cook, an immense man with the build of awrestler. and hisyoung helpers
were al squeezed in behind one side of ahuge table running the entire length of the kitchen. Normdly
they worked on both sides, but tonight the servers were running relay with platters and bowls on the
other sde, and may the gods help anyonein theway.

Kero chivvied her recruited corps of horse-grooms out the door. They were alot more used to
being served from the beer pitchersthey were carrying than doing the serving themselves. Then she
spotted something out of the corner of her eye and paused long enough to snatch up awooden spoon.
She used it to reach across the expanse of scarred wooden tabletop and whack one of the pages on the
knuckles. She got himto rights, too, in to stedl afingerful of icing from the wedding cake-standing in
magnificent isolation on the end of the table butted up against thewall. The boy yelped and jumped back,
colliding with one of the cook's hel pers and earning himsdf ablack ook and another whack with a

spoon.



"Leavethat be, Perry," she scolded, brandishing the spoon a him. "That'sfor after the ceremony,
and don't you forget it! Y ou can et yourself sick on the scrapstomorrow for dl | care, but you leave it
aonetonight, or more than your knuckleswill be hurting, | promiseyou.”

The shock-haired boy whined a hafhearted apology and started to sulk; to stave off asullen fit
she shoved ahandful of trencher dabs acrossthe table at him and told him to go see that the minstrels
werefed.

Someday ... spoiled brat. | wish Father would send him back to his doting mama. A cat'smore
usethan heis, especialy when everybody's too busy to keep an eye on him.

Fortunately, al Perry had to do was show up with the dabs of trencher bread and the minstrels
would seeto their own feeding. Kero hadn't met a songster yet that didn't know how to help himsdlf at a
fead.

The first meat course was over; time for the vegetable pies, and the dishes straw-haired Ami had
been plunging into her tub with frantic haste were done just in time.

Kero sent the next lot in, laden with heavy pies and stacks of bowls, just asthe remains of the
venison and the poor, hacked up bits of the bread-deer camein.

It'sagood thing that monstrosity didn't hit the ground, she reflected soberly, snagging Perry ashe
douched in behind the servers and sending him back out again with towels for the wedding gueststo
wipether greasy fingers.

What with Diernas family device being the red deer and dl, her people would have taken that as
abad omen for sure. There was no subtlety for this course, thank all the gods and goddesses-Not that
Father didn't want one. More dough scul pture, thistime arampant stag-as a testament to my darling
brother'svirility, no doubt. It's agood thing Cook had afit over al the nonsense that was already going
to wind up being crammed into the oven!

Therewasamomentary lull, asthelast of the emptied dishes arrived and the last of the servers
staggered out; and everyone in the kitchen took a moment to sag over atable or against the wall, fanning
overheated faces. Kero thought longingly of the cool night air just beyond the thick planks of the door at
her back. But her father's Senescha poked his nose in the doorway, and she pushed away from the worn
wood with a suppressed sigh.

"Any complaintsso far?' she asked him, her voice clear and carrying above the murmur of the
hel pers and the roar of the fire under the ovens.

"Just that the serviceisdow," Senescha Wendar replied, mopping his bad head with hisdeeve.
"Audrids Teeth, child, how do you stand it in here? 'Y ou could bake the next course on the counters!”

Kero shrugged. Because | don't have achoice. "I'm used to it, | suppose, I've been here since
before dawn. Anyway, you know I've supervised everything since before Mother died.”

The smplewordsonly caled up adull ache now; that priest had been right. Damn him. Time did
make sorrow fade, at least it had for her.

Time, and being too busy to breathe.

"I'm sorry, | can't do much about the service," she continued, keeping an ear cocked for the



sounds of the serversreturning. "There's only so much stable boys and hire-swords can learn about the
sarver'sart in acouple of candle marks.”

"I know that, my dear.” The Seneschd, athin, tired-looking man who had been the scribe and
accountant with Rathgar's old mercenary company, laid afatherly hand on her arm, and sheresisted the
urgeto shrug it off. "I think you're doing remarkably well, better than | would have, and | mean that
sncerely. | can't imagine how you've managed dl thiswith aslittle help as you've had."

Because Father's too tightfisted to hire extrahelp for me, and too full of prideto settlefor
anything less than a princely wedding feast. Lord Orsen Brodey consented to thismarriage; Lord Orsen
Brodey must be shown that we're not jumped-up barbarians ... even if Rathgar's daughter has to spend
the entire feast in the kitchen with the hirdings.... Shefdt her cheeks and ears flush with anger. It waan't
fair, it wasn't-not that she redlly wanted to be out in the Great Hall either, showing off for potentid suitors
and their lord-fathers. Bad enough that Rethgar never thought of her; worse that held think of her only in
terms of being marriage bait. Which hewould, if he ever thought past Lordan's marriage ... Lordan'sfar
more important marriage. After al, he was the mae and the heir-Kero was only afemale. Kero set her
jaw and tried to look cheerful, indifferent, but something of her resentment must have penetrated the
careful mask of calm and competence she was trying to cultivate. Wendar patted her arm again and
looked distressed.

"l wish | could help," he said unhappily. "I told your father three years ago, when-when-"
"When mother died," Kero said shortly.

He coughed. "Uh, indeed. | told him that you needed a housekeeper, but he wouldn't hear of it.
He said you were dready doing very well, and you didn't need any help.”

Kero clenched her teeth, then relaxed with an effort. " Somehow that doesn't surprise me.
Father-" She clamped her lipstight on what she was going to say; it wouldn't do any good, it wouldn't

change anything.

But the sentence went on ingde her head. Father never redlly notices anything about me so long
as| stay out of sight, hisdinner arrives on time, and the Keep doesn't smell like astable. | suppose if
anyone had mentioned that a fourteen-year-old girl shouldn't be forced into thejob of Keep Lady done,
he'd have said that the girlsin hisvillage were married and mothers by fourteen. Never mind that the most
any of them had to manage alone was a two-room cottage and aflock of sheep, and usudly didn't like
even that... She sighed, and finished her sentence in away that wouldn't put more strain on Wendar than
he was dready coping with.

"Father had other things to worry about. And so do you, Wendar. Y ou've got ahdl full of guests
out there, and no one keeping an eye on the servitors."

Wendar swore, and hurried back toward the door into the Great Hall, just as the wave of
servants returned with the dirty dishes from the last course. Wendar sidestepped the rush, and dodged
between two of them and through the doorway.

Stuffed pigeons were next; a course that required nothing more than the bread trenchers. That
would give the kitchen staff enough time to clean the platters now being brought in before the fish course
of edl pieswas served.

A full High Feast, and who wasiit had to figure out how our little backwoods Keep could come



up with enough coursesto satisfy the requirements? Me, of course. Tubsfull of edl in the garden for days,
the moat stocked with fish in anet-pen, crates of pigeons and hensdriving usal crazy ... let'snot talk
about the rest of the livestock. Kero rubbed her arms, and rerolled the deeves of her flour-covered,
homespun shirt alittle higher. Damn these skirts. Breecheswould be easier. The hel pers get to wear
breeches, so why can't 1? She wondered if Dierna had any notion of how much work a High Feast was.
She ought to; sheld been trained by the Sisters of Agnetha-in fact she'd been sent to the Sisters cloister
at theripe age of eight, so she ought to have had timeto learn the "womanly arts."

Diernaought to have had proper ingtruction in those womanly artstoo, aswell asthe art of being
womanly, whatever that meant ... unlike Kero, as Rathgar was so prone to remind her whenever she
falled to live up to hisnotion of "womanly."

Sdlective memory, shetold hersdlf bitterly. He keeps forgetting that he was the one who decided
he couldn't do without me. Whesat-crowned Agnetha was Rathgar's idea of the appropriate sort of deity
for alady to worship unlike wild, horse-taming Agnira, Kero'sfavorite.

There was ashrineto Agnediain the Keep chapel, though the other aspects of the Lady Trine
were only represented by little bas-rdliefs carved into the pedestal of Agnetha's statue. There in the heart
of the chapdl, Agnetha smiled with honeyed sweetness over her twin babies, her sheaves at her feet, her
cloak of fruit-laden vines around her, her distaff dangling from her belt of flowers, sheep gazing up at her
adoringly. While on the pedestal, alternating snowflakes and hoofprints were al there was to show of the
other two aspects, Agnomaand Agnira.

Rethgar approved of Agnetha, occasionally waxing maudlin over his somewhat sketchy devotion
whenin hiscups. Well, after the feast, the wedding, and the month bridal moon, Kero could probably
give up the keys of the Kegp to Dierna. That would bring an end to the farce of pretending to enjoy being
mewed up in the kitchen, still room or bower day after endlesdy boring day. Diernawas pliant enough to
satisfy both Rathgar and his son, and she seemed competent when Kero had taken her on aquick tour
whenthegirl first arrived.

Kero shook herself out of her reverie as the servitors appeared with platters; piled high with
soaked trencher bread. She had them dump the bread into sacks waiting for distribution to the poor.
Timefor the bowlsand ed pies.

Cook was head-and-shoulders deep into the oven, removing the next subtlety, and Kero
overheard one of hisassistants giving ordersfor the piesto be carried out firgt.

"Hold it right therel" she snapped, freezing the servants where they stood. She stalked to the
table, plain brown linen skirtsflaring, and countermanded the order, physicaly taking apie away from
one poor confused lad and shoving apile of clean bowlsinto his handsinstead.

The harried young man didn't care; all he wanted was someone to give him the right thing to carry
in, and tell him what he wasto do with it.

Kero repeated the ingtructions sheld given them dl for the soup course, as she passed out further
piles of bowls.

"One bowl for every two guests, put the bowl between them, when you've finished placing the
bread, go to the sideboard, get trencher bread, give each guest atrencher, then come back and get a

pie.



It made akind of chant as she repeated hersdlf for each serving man Outside, Wendar would be
directing the men to their tables; no matter that they'd been going to the same places dl night. By now
they weretired and numb with the noise and the work, and al they were thinking of was when the feast
could be over so they could eat and drink themselves into a celebratory stupor.

Diernawas probably beginning to wilt under al this by now. That much Kero didn't envy her.
When the older girl had taken her on that round of the Keep duties, she'd been alittle shy-and Kero
knew very well how sheltered the girlstrained by the Sisters tended to be. Not ignorant, no; the Sisters
made certain their chargeswere well educated in the redlities of life aswell as domestic skills.

But perhaps that was the problem; Diernawas like a young squire who has watched sword work
al hisyoung life and only now, at fifteen, was going to pick up ablade. She knew what was supposed to
happen, but was unprepared for the redlity of the Situation.

Thefirst of the servitors returned for his pie, and Kero made certain he didn't take it without a
towel wrapped about his hands. She wondered, as she passed out towels and piesin aseemingly endless
stream, what Rathgar would do or say thefirst time dinner wasinedible or there were no clean shirtsfor
him.

Probably nothing. Or ese held find away to blame Kero.

What iswrong with the man? she asked hersdlf in frustration for the thousandth time. I'm doing
the best that | can with what he allows me! It wouldn't be so bad if he didn't pick faultsthat no one else
cares about. Maybe if I'd talked him round to doing without me and gone to the cloister... She watched
the cook prepare the next subtlety, an enormous copy of the Keep itself complete with edible
landscaping, and made sure that two men were assigned to carry it out. The mingled odors of meat and
fish and fowl weren't at al appetizing right now; in fact, they made her somach churn. When thiswasal
over, the most shed want would be bread and cheese, and maybe alittle cider.

Or maybe the problem that made her ssomach churn was the thought of what could have
happened if shed actualy gone to the cloisters. While not mages, the Sisters had areputation for being
able to uncover things people would rather have been left secret. What if Kero had gone, and the
reputation was more than just kitchen gossip? What if the Sisters had found her out?

Father has had plenty to say about Grandmother. "The old witch" was the most civil thing he's
ever caled her. What if held found out he had ayoung witch of hisown?

Hed have birthed alitter of kittens, that's what hed have done. Then disowned me. It's bad
enough that | ride better than Lordan and train my own beadts; it'sworse that | hunt stag and boar with
the men. It'sworse when | wear Lordan's castoffsto ride. But if he ever found out about my apparently
being witch-born, | think he'd throw me out of the Keep.

The mingled cooking odors still weren't making her in the least hungry; she helped Cook
decorate the next course with sprigs of watercress and other herbs, chewed a sprig of mint to cool her
mouth and told her upset ssomach to settle itsdlf.

"What if" never changes anything, she reminded hersdif.
He never did more than play with theidea, and he didn't want to take the chance that Wendar

couldn't handle things. After dl, the only thing Wendar has ever done was keep track of the books and
manage the etate.



Theré's more to managing a Keep than doing the accounts.
She set sprigs of cress with exaggerated care.

Cometo think of it, Wendar may have discouraged Father in thefirst place from sending me
away. | suppose | can't blame him, he has more than enough to do without having to run the Keep, too.
That may be why Father kept saying that it wasn't "convenient” for meto go.

Why did Mother have to die, anyway? she thought in sudden anger. Why should | have been |eft
with dl thison my hands?

For amoment, shewas actudly angry a Lenore-then guilt for thinking that way made her flush,
and she hid her confused blushes by getting a drink from the bucket of clean drinking water in the corner
of the kitchen farthest from the ovens.

She stlared down into the bucket for amoment, unhappy and disturbed. Why am | thinking things
likethat?

It'swrong; Mother didn't mean to dielike that. It wasn't her fault, and she did the best she could
to get me ready when she knew she wasn't going to get better. She couldn't have known Father wouldn't
hire anyoneto help me.

And | guessit'sjust aswell | didn't end up with the Sisters, and for more reasons than having
witch-blood.

They probably wouldn't have approved of me ether, hunting and hawking like aboy, out riding
al thetime. At least at home I've had chancesto get away and enjoy mysdif,. a the cloister I'd never
have gotten out.

Agnetha's Sheaves-how can anybody stand this without going mad? Kitchen to bower, bower to
gtill room gtill room back to kitchen. Potting, preserving, and drying; then spinning and weaving and
sewing. Running after the servants like atell-tale, making sure everybody does hisjob. Scrubbing and
dusting and laundry; polishing and mending. Cooking and cooking and cooking.

Brewing and baking. At least at home | can run outside and take aride whenever it getsto be
too much-There was a sudden stillness beyond the kitchen door, and something about the silence made
Kero raise her head and glance sharply at the open doorway.

Then the screaming began.

For one moment, she assumed that the disturbance was just something they'd al anticipated, but
hoped to avoid. This could be an old feud erupting into new violence.

Rathgar had, after dl, invited many of his neighbors, including men who had long-standing
disagreements with each other, though not with Rathgar himsdlf. That waswhy al wegpons were
forbidden in the Hall, and not especidly welcome within the Keep walls. Except for Rathgar's men, of
course. No one would have fdt safe guarded by men armed only with flower garlands and headless
pikes. Rathgar had anticipated that too much drink might awaken old grievances or create new ones, and
rouse tempersto blows.



But after that fleeting thought, Kero somehow knew that this was something far more serious than
asmple quarrel between two hot-tempered men, new grievance or old. Rathgar could handle either of
those, and the noise was increasing, not abating.

And that same nebulous ingtinct told her that she'd better not go see what was wrong in person.

She braced hersdf againgt the wall with one hand, ahand of cold fear between her shoulder
blades, and sherealized that it was time to try something she had seldom dared attempt inside the Keep.

She closed her eyes, and opened her mind to the thoughts of those around her.

The walls she had forged about her mind had been wrought painfully over the years, and she
didn't drop them lightly, especialy with so many people about. At first she had thought she was going
mad with grief over her mother's desth, but chance reading had shown her otherwise. Her grandmother,
the sorceress K ethry, had left several books with Lenore, and after her mother's death, these had been
given to Kero along with Lenore's other personal possessions. Kero had never known what had
prompted her to pick out that particular book, but she had blessed the choice as goddess-sent. The
book had proved to her that the "voices' she had been hearing were redlly the strongest thoughts of those
around her.

Moreimportantly to a confused young girl, the book had taught her how to block those voices
out.

But now she was going to have to remove those comforting barriers, for at least amoment.

The clamor that flooded into her skull wasn't precisdy painful, but it was disorienting and exactly
like being in atiny room filled with twice the number of screaming, shouting peopleit wasintended to
hold.

Steady on-it'sjust like being in the kitchen-Her stomach lurched, and she clutched the wall
behind her, as dizzy asif sheld been spun around like one of Lordan's old toy tops.

Pain and fear made those thoughts pouring into her mind incoherent; she got brief glimpses of
armed men, strangersin no lord's colors-men who werefilthy, ragged, and yet well-armed and armored.
She was hdf-aware of the servants, babbling with terror, streaming through the door opposite her, but
most of her mind was caught up in the tangled mental panic outside that door. And now she was "seeing”
things, too, and she nearly threw up. The strangers were making a daughterhouse of the Great Hall,
cutting down not only those who resisted, but those who were smply in their way.

Their minds seized on hersand held it. She struggled to free hersalf from the confusion,
wrenching her mind out of the desperate, unconscious clutching of theirs-and suddenly her thoughts
brushed against something.

Something horrible,

Therewere no words for what she felt at that moment, as time stood frozen for her and she knew
how a hunted rabbit must view a great, davering hound. Whatever thiswas, it was cold, if athought
could be cold, cold asthe dimy leechesliving in the swampy fen below the cattle pasiures. Therewas
something dy about it, and filthy-not aphysicd filth, but afeding that the mind behind these thoughts
would never be contented with pleasures most folk considered normal. Kero couldn't quite decipher
them ether; what she experienced was smilar to what she had "heard" as her ability first ppeared-asif



she were listening to someone speaking too quietly for the exact words to be made out. Therewasonly a
sense of gpeech, not the meaning.

But worst of dl, that brief brush created a change in those not-quite-readable thoughts, asif she
had alerted the owner of the thoughts that he-or she-or it-was being observed. The back of her neck
crawled, and gooseflesh rose on her arms, as the thoughts took on a new, sharp-edged urgency.
Propelled by fear, she managed to tear her mind away, and dammed the doorsin the walls of her
protections closed.

She opened her eyes, sick and swesating with fear, to discover that far lesstime had passed than
sheimagined.

The servants were till clogging the doorway, and the screaming from beyond had only increased.

For an ingtant, all she wanted to do was to scream and cower with the rest of them-or even faint
as some of the kitchen girls had aready done, sprawling unnoticed beneath the table. At that moment,
something as hard and impassive as the walls around her mind rose up to cut off her emotions. Suddenly
she could think, calmly.

The door to the back court-if they comein behind us, well be trapped-Freed from the pardysis
of fear, sheran to the back door of the kitchen, dammed it shut, and dropped the iron bar of the
night-lock into place acrossit. The noise behind her was so overwheming that the sound of the heavy bar
dropping into the supports was completely swallowed up in the genera chaos.

She whirled, stood on her tiptoesto see over the mob crowding between her and the door, and
looked frantically for two people-Wendar, and the cook. Wendar's ba ding head appeared in aclear
spot for amoment next to the table, and she spotted the cook, burly arm upraised and brandishing a
poker, beside him. Cook was shouting something, but she couldn't even hear his voice above the others.

Wendar served with Father, and Cook takes no nonsense from anyone-in fact, Cook looks like
he's ready to lead acharge back in therel

She dove into the press of bodies and struggled across the kitchen, elbowing and punching her
way past hysterica servants who seemed to have no more sense left in them than frightened sheep. As
shedragged alast wailing girl out of her way by the back of her rough lesther bodice, Kero got
Wendar's attention by the smple expedient of grabbing his collar and dragging hersdf to him. Or more
specificdly, to the vicinity of hisear.

"Weve got to stop them at the door, * she screamed, hardly able to hear hersdlf. "We can hold
them there, but if they get in here, they'll kill usdl!"

Mogt likely Wendar didn't have any better idea of who "they" were than Kero did, but at least he
saw the sense of her wordsimmediately. He turned and reached across the table for Cook's shirt;
satisfied that he would handle the rest, Kero looked for weapons, snatched up a heavy, round pot lid and
the longest mest knife within reach, and ran for the door.

She reached it not amoment too soon. There was no warning that the invaders had found the
half-hidden stair to the kitchen. He was just there; a squat, broad shadow in the doorway, sword
negligently stuck through his belt, plainly expecting no resstance. He paused for amoment and squinted
into the brightly-lit kitchen, then he saw her, and grinned, reaching for her.



Kero had no timeto think. Training took over aswit failed.

"Thiss no dancelesson, girl!" She could hear the arms master bellow in the back of her mind
even as she dashed for the man's unprotected eyes.

"Thissfightin' o' th' dirtiest-y" hit yer man now an’ hit 'im so's ‘e knows 'esfriggin well been hit! "
Armsmaster Dent could have been dismissed for teaching Kero anything besides archery, and well he
knew it.

He'd done his best to discourage her when she presented hersdlf beside Lordan for training. It
was only when he caught her clumsily trying blows againgt the pellswith a practice blade too long and
heavy for her, and redlized that Rathgar would assume held been training Kero anyway if her father ever
found her out there himsdlf, that he made abargain with her.

In return for areluctant promise never to touch alonger weapon, he promised to teach her
knife-fighting. He hadn't been happy about it, but Kero had made it very clear that it was the only way to
keep her out of the armory and the practice ground.

Knife-work was, as Dent put it, the dirtiest, lowest form of combat, and figuring that if she ever
really needed that training, it would be a case of desperation, he had taught her every trick hed learned in
alifetime of street scuffling.

By some miracle, knife-work was aso the only form of combat suited for the close confines of
the kitchen doorway; the only kind of situation where a knife-fighter would be at an advantage against a
swordsman. In the back of her mind, Kero thanked whatever deity had inspired that bargain with Dent,
and dashed again at the man's face when he evaded the wicked edge of her blade with a startled oath.

He reached for his own weapon, hampered by the wall a his side and the stairs at his back,
further hampered when the quillions caught on hiswell-kept armor.

Then shewas no longer alone; Cook and Wendar were beside her, cook armed with a spit as
long as her arm in one hand and a cleaver in the other, and Wendar (with apot over hisbad head like an
oddly-shaped helm) with the even longer spit used when they roasted whole pigs and calves. Cook
stabbed at him with the wicked point of the spit and the man dodged away, moving into Wendar's reach.
Wendar brought the heavy, cast-iron rod down on the man's head, and caved hishelm in completely.

The brigand fell backward, but another took his place. Now there were more men piling down
the staircase; how many, Kero couldn't tell. One of them dragged the first out of the way, and the man on
the stairs pulled him into darkness.

But the three defenders had the doorway blocked againgt al comers, with Kero going low,
Wendar, high, and the Cook holding the middle and protecting them both with Kero's pot lid. Then one
of the young squires began lobbing ladles of hot turnips over their heads and into the faces of their
opponents, using the ladle like a catapult. The Stairswere dready dippery; that made them worse, and no
onefightswell with scalding vegetables being flung in hiseyes.

Theinvaders dashed and stabbed, but with caution.

More of the servantstook heart; at least Kero assumed they did, because suddenly the doorway
was abristle with knives and pokersto either side of her.



At that, the bandits pulled back, retreating up the staircase, dipping and diding on the stones. It
looked to Kero as if more than one of them was marked and burned or bleeding.

It was asif she stood outside of herself, acasual observer. Her heart was pounding in her ears,
yet shefdt strangely calm. A cluster of three of the raiders stood just out of turnip-reach hafway down
the staircase, staring down at the defenders of the kitchen. It was rather hard to see them; the press of
bodiesin the doorway themselves blotted out most of the light from above. Kero wished she could see
their faces, and shifted uneasily from her right foot to her |eft.

If they get alog from upstairs and rush uswith it, they could bresk through us, sheredized.
Agnira, please, don't let them think of that-The men seemed to be arguing among themsalves.

Kero squinted against the darkness and strained her ears, but could hear nothing but the
screaming from the hall beyond. One of them gestured angrily in Kero's direction, but the other two
shook their heads, then pulled at hisarm.

The argumentative one shook the other man's hand off and started down the Saircase. Hewas
big, and very well armored, with a heavy wooden shield. Kero shuddered as she redized that he could
rush them behind that shield, and give his comrades the chance to get by the bottleneck of the doorway.
It looked asif he had figured that out, too.

But someone behind Wendar threw a carving knife at him. It was alucky shot-it thunked
point-first into the man's buckler, buried itsdf in the wood, and remained there, quivering.

The brigand started, stumbling backward up one step, and swore an unintelligible oath. And he
gaveintothe urgingsof hiscompanions, following them back up the staircase, leaving the kitchen to its
defenders.

Now it was Wendar's turn to curse and attempt to follow. Panic seized her throat as she redized
what he was trying to do.

Dear Goddess- Kero grabbed hisright arm as he charged past her, and hung on, hampering him
long enough for Cook to seize hisleft and prevent him from charging up the Saircase after their attackers.

"Stopit! " she shrieked, more than atouch of hysteriain her voice. "Stop it, Wendar! Y ou can't
possibly do any good up there! Y ou aren't even armed!™

That stopped him, and he stared down at the sooty, greasy spit in his hands, and swore oaths
that made her earsburn. But at least he didn't try to charge after the enemy again.

"Thetable-" Cook said, which was dl the direction they needed. As onethey turned back into
the kitchen and with the hel p of the rest of the besieged, hauled the massive table into place acrossthe
doorway, turning it on its Side, making it into a sturdy barricade that would protect them even if the
bandits charged them with a makeshift battering ram.

Then, having done dl they could do, they waited.

Two

Kero crouched in the lee of the overturned table and tried to keep from thinking about her folk in



the hal above, tried to keep her heart from pounding through her chest.
Tried to keep fear a bay, for now that she was no longer fighting, it came back fourfold.
Tried not to cry.

There aretrained fighters up there. Nothing you can do will make any difference for them. They
can take care of themsalves, armed or not.

The servants were watching her; her, Cook, and Wendar.

She could read it in their faces, in their wide eyes and trembling hands. If any of the three leaders
broke, if any of them showed any signs of the terror Kero was doing her best to keep bottled insde, the
rest of the besieged would panic.

She clutched her improvised weapons, her hands somehow remaining steady, but she wished she
dared hide her head in her arms, to block out the horrible sounds from above.

She wanted to scream, or weep, or both. Her throat ached; her ssomach wasin knots. Why did |
ever think those tales of fighting were exciting? Blessed Trine, what's going on up there? Are we winning,

orlosng?

How could we be winning? No one up thereisarmed.... Wendar didn't even twitch. All of his
concentration was focused on the staircase-he stared up at the flickering light at the top of the stairs,
going dternately white and red with rage. Kero wished she knew what he was listening for.

If thiswasn't hell, it was close enough. 1t seemed like an eternity later that the sounds of fighting
stopped-there was amoment of terrible silence, then the wailing began.

"That'sit,” Wendar said, and vaulted over the barricade. Thistime no onetried to stop him. Kero
couldn't help hersdf; shefollowed at hishedls. Her skirt caught on the leg of the table as she scrambled
over it. She stumbled into thewall, and jerked it loose, tearing arent aslong asher aaminit.

Wendar was dready out of sght and she scrambled on hands and knees up the turnip-dimed
gairs, pulling hersdlf erect just short of the top, and discovering with dull surprise that she was till holding
the knife and pot lid. She peered out cautiously around the edge of the door frame, and her heart
stopped. Blade and lid dropped from her benumbed hands and clattered down the stairs behind her as
she stumbled forward into a scene beyond her worst nightmares.

Someone grabbed her wrist as she staggered past. Wendar, she redlized after amoment. The
Seneschd pulled her roughly down beside him, where he kndlt at the side of aman so battered and
blood-covered she didn't recognize him. Then he moaned and opened his eyes, and she knew-Dent.

Agnirabless

Sheld hel ped to bind wounds many times before, some of them as bad as any of these, when
hunters ran afoul of wolf or boar-her hands knew what to do, and they did it, while her mind spuninlittle
amlesscircles until shewas dizzy. The blood-there wasjust so much of it.... Dent died under her hands,
but there were others, too many others; she moved from oneto the next like a deepwalker, binding their
wounds, sometimes with strips from her ripped skirts, sometimes with whatever else came to hand.
Some, like Dent, died as she tried to save them. The others, the lucky ones, often fainted or were aready



unconscious by thetime she found them.

The lessfortunate screamed their agony until their throats were so raw they couldn't even
whisper.

The hall was a blood-spattered shambles, furniture overturned, food trampled underfoot-and
everywhere the women, some huddled in on themsalves, were unable to speak, eyes wide and blank with
shock; others shrieking, wailing, or sobbing silently beside their dead and wounded.

Of dl that host of guests, only ahandful remained cam, working white-lipped and grim-faced, as
Kero worked, trying to snatch afew more lives back from Lady Desath.

Oneiron-spined woman patted Kero's shoulder absently as she hurried by, eyes dready fixed on
the armsman laid out on the floor beyond the girl. With astart of surprise, Kero recognized the
granite-faced matriarch of the Dunwythie family, awoman who'd never even nodded in Kero's direction
beforethis.

Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered, except to stop the blood ease the pain, straighten the
broken limbs.

There wasn't awhole, unwounded man-at-armsin the keep; there wasn't an unwounded male
except those few menservants who'd fled to the kitchen. Anyone who had resisted had been killed out of
hand. There were young boys and women numbered among the dead and wounded-some of the dead
gl clutching the makeshift weaponry with which they had fought back.

Kero had long since passed beyond mere numbnessinto akind of stupor. Her hands, bloodied
to the elbow, continued to work without her conscious direction; her legs, aching and weary, carried her
stumbling from one body to the next. Nothing broke the spell of insensibility holding her-until the sound of
her own name caught her attention. Then she felt someone shaking her and looked up asredlity intruded
into the void where her mind had gone. Those hands had pulled her reluctantly back to the here and now.

She blinked; two of Diernas cousins were tugging at her arms, one on either side, weeping, and
babbling at her. She couldn't make out what they wanted, they were absolutely incoherent with hysteria.
They pulled her toward the dais where the high table had been, sobbing, but before they had dragged her
more than afew steps, she heard ayoung male voice she knew aswell asher own raised in shrill curses.

She pulled loose from them and half ran, haf staggered, toward the little knot of people clustered
about one particular body.

The voice cursed again, then howled, just as she reached them and pulled someone-Cook-away
from the figure stretched out on the floor. It was her brother Lordan, young face twisted with pain, eyes
garing without sense in them, ranting and wailing as Wendar bound up aterrible wound in hisside.

The Senestial looked up as Kero dropped to her knees beside him, and then looked back to his
work.

"It'snot agut-stab,” he said, around clenched teeth.
"It missed the somach and the lungs, helles only knows how. But whether hélll live-that | can't tell

you. Without aHeder-" He didn't have to finish the sentence. Kero knew very well what his chances
were without the help of magic or a Hedler's touch. The wound itsalf probably wouldn't kill him, but



blood loss and infection might very well.

There was nothing she could do for him that Wendar hadn't already taken care of. Shefelt oddly
helpless, angry a her own helplessness, wanting to do something and knowing there was nothing
productive to be done.

She got dowly to her feet to hover just on the edge of the little group, trying to think of anything
that might increase Lordan's chances.

I'm of no use here- She hated this-hated being so completely out of control, so afraid that her
teeth chattered unless she clamped her jaw tight.

She looked out over the hall and saw that the last of the wounded were being tended to, the
dead being carried out, the women too hysterical or pardyzed to do anything being herded over to one
side of the hall by agroup made up of the old woman who did the Keegp's laundry and some of the
darymaids.

Father- she suddenly thought. Where's Father? She peered around the group caring for Lordan,
looking for Rathgar-and only then saw the battered body laid out on the table, half covered with apal
made up of atable covering asif dready lying in Sate.

Oddly enough, seeing him dead wasn't a shock; she wondered if sheld been expecting thisfrom
the moment shefirgt looked into the hall. She knew what must have happened. Rathgar would have
charged the brigands barehanded and empty-headed the moment they invaded hishal, pure rage
overwheming any thoughts of caution.

She closed her eyes, and tried to summon up adutiful tear from eyes dry with shock, but all that
would come was mere anger, and exasperation. Y ou were a mercenary, Father, she thought angrily a
the quiet form. Y ou knew better! Y ou could have ordered the arms men to play rear-guard and gotten
everyone down into the kitchen before they really siwarmed the place-but you had to defend your
damned Keep persondly, didn't you? Y ou didn't think once about anything but that! Did you even think
about getting your poor little daughter-in-law out of harm's way?

Shelooked around for Dierna, expecting her to be among the hysterical or the haf-mad and
didn't see her. Not anywhere.

Thinking for amoment that the girl might be hiding behind achair, or cowering in someone's
arms, Kero turned to one of Diernas two cousins who had caught up with her and were clinging to each
other inlimp confusion.

"Whereis she?' Kero demanded. If she'shurt, her family will never forgive us. Part of her
calculated their reactions as coolly as amoney-changer counted coins.

They'll demand satisfaction-never mind Father died and Lordan may not live out the night, they'll
want blood price, and after this disaster, we won't haveit.

The girls stared at her blankly. She grabbed the nearest and shook her savagely.
"Your cousn, girl! Whereis she? Where's Dierna?’

The girl just stared, and stsammered. She shook the little fool until her teeth rattled, trying to pry



some sense out of her, but got nothing from her or her sister but tears and wailing. Disgusted, she held the
girl erect between her two strong hands and contemplated trying to dap alittle senseinto her.

"She'staken," croaked a pain-hoarsened voice from below and to the right of her elbow.

"What?' Kero let go of thelittle ninny, who promptly collapsed with her sister into a soggy heap.
She looked down at the man who'd spoken; one of the Keegp armsmen lying againgt thewall on a
makeshift pallet of tablecloths and blood-soaked cloaks. Some of the blood was probably his; he peered
up at her from benegath a cap of bandaging, and hisright arm was strapped tightly to hisside.

"She'staken, Lady," he repeated. "1 saw. They took her, and that's when they left.”

He coughed; she saized agoblet from the floor and found apitcher with alittlewineill iniit
rolling under the table. She knelt down beside him and helped him drink; histeeth chattered againgt the
rim of the metal goblet, and helay back down with agroan.

"l saw it," he repested, closing hiseyes.

"l been with Lord Rathgar for ten years now, sworn man. Lady, | don't-thissno lie. | sweer it.
There was amage.”

"A-what?' For amoment she was confused. What could amage have had to do with dl this
carnage?

The armsman opened hiseyesagain.
"A mage, " hesad.

"Had to be. One minute, I'm on the wall, hearin' nothin', seein’ nothin'-then there'slike a breath of
fog, kinda cold and damp, an' | can't move, not so much aslook around. Then this bunch of riders comes
in, nobody challenges 'em-they get in through the gates, an' | can see they're scum, but somebody's given
‘em good arms-" Thelast word was choked off, and he lay for amoment panting with misery, while Kero
clutched the goblet so hard her knuckles were white.

"Still couldnt move, couldn't yell," he continued, staring up & nothing.

"Couldn't. Then | hear theydlin' from the hall, an' | can move-ran right straight in-right into the
oneswaitin' for me." He coughed, and hisface spasmed with pain.

"Waitin' around blind corners, like they knew the place, Lady. Got free of 'em, made it asfar as
th' hall. That'swhen | seen 'em take the bride. Lord Rathgar, he was down, gods save ‘em; they got th'
last of her guards, an' they took her. An' that's when the fightin' stopped; they just packed up and
grabbed what they could an'’ left.” He blinked and focused again on her.

"I tried, Lady. | tried-" Now she remembered his name; Hewerd.

"I know you did, Hewerd," she said absently. That seemed to satisfy him. He closed his eyes and
retreated into himself.

A mage- That made sense. Especidly when | think how Father hated mages. Maybe he had an
enemy that was amage, or became one. He had other enemies, too; maybe one of them got together



with this mage. They might have been waiting along timeto catch him off-guard, to take revenge when he
wasn't expecting it. She shivered, and stood up, staring out over the shambles of the hall, but not seeing

it. That must have been the-thing-the dark thing | touched with my mind. Maybe one of Father's enemies
bought amage. That could happen, too. It would have to be someone who knew him well enough to
know that he didn't have ahouse mage of hisown. And it would have to be someone who knew about
the wedding.... Agniras Teeth! She shuddered. He's destroyed us!

There's no oneto go after Dierna-thereisn't aman fit to ride in the whole Keep! And if we don't
at least try-1 know her uncle, hell cal blood-feud on us. Kill every last one, take the Keep.... Diernas
uncle-, the powerful Lord Baron Reichert, had used the pretext of familia insult to add to hislands more
than once. He wasn't likdly to turn down an opportunity like this one-and by the time the King found out
about it, the Baron would have ensured that there was no one left at the Keep to argue Lordan's
innocence. If they were lucky, they'd escape with their lives. If they weren't-the Baron had no percentage
inther survivd.

Wewon't have achance, she thought bleakly. Not unless someone goes after her, makes atoken
try at rescuing her. Dierna's sweet, heart-shaped face, and sengtive mouth and eyes rose up like aghost
to confront her. Dearest gods, the poor baby-That last unbidden thought did something unexpected to
Kerowyn. She was overwhelmed with dizziness, and reached blindly for the support of thewall. As her
hand touched thewall, it faded away, and she was afraid she was about to collapse, to faint like one of
Diernasfoolish cousins.

But she didn't collapse; she opened her eyes-but it wasn't the hall she was seeing, it wasthe
road. And, faint shapesin the moonlight, aband of men on horseback.

For amoment she saw the girl, bound and gagged, and carried in front of one of theriders, atall,
thin man, in robes rather than armor. Her eyes were wide with shock and fear, her delicate face white
and waxen, and she looked closer to eeven than to fourteen.

Anger replaced fear, outrage drowned any other fedings. Thiswas not right. The girl was hardly
morethan achild.

Kero blinked.

The vison-if that was what it was-faded, replaced by another. A plain, smple sword. Then her
own hand, taking the sword-hilt asif it belonged to her.

But | can't-Again, aflicker of Diernasfrightened eyes. Blessed Trine. Only fourteen, and
sheltered dl her life. Likealittle glassbird, and just as easy to break.

The visonsfaded, leaving her staring out at the hal again. The anger retreated for amoment. I'm
the only one left that could follow. If | try to get her back, her uncle won't have an excuse to come after
Lordan. She hugged her armsto her chest and shivered-then the anger returned, stronger thistime. And
dear gods-al done with those bastards-| can't just Sit here, playing ninny like those cousins of hers. |
can't. Itisn't honor, it isn't pride, it isn't any of those thingsin ballads-it'sthat | can't St here knowing
what's going to happen to her once they think they're safe, and not try and do something to prevent it.

Then something else occurred to her, and amid the anger and the fear, there rose atiny flicker of
hope. And maybe Grandmother will help me.

Suddenly, following after the raiders didn't seem quite so mad adecision.



Sheturned on her hed and ran for the servants entrance, but thistime instead of going down, she
went up, emerging into acorridor that ran the length of the hall itself and led to the family quarters. Her
own room wasin thefirst corner tower, where the halway made aright angle bend. She snatched a
tallow-dip and lit it at the lantern, then ran up the short flight of stairsto the round room above. It was
cold by winter and hot by summer, and drafty at al seasons, but it was hers and hers d one-which meant
it held things not even Lordan knew abot.

Shelit her own lamp beside the door and blew out the tallow-dip. Asthe light rose, she went to
thetdl, curtained bed, and pulled the mattress off onto the floor.

Instead of the usual network of rope-springs, Kero's bed was one of the old style, akind of box
with awooden bottom. Only the bottom of this bed held a secret. As she had discovered when shewas
achild, it could be raised on concealed hingesto revedl a second shallow compartment.

It till held afew of her childhood treasures; the dreaming-pillow her Grandmother Kethry had
sent, her favorite stuffed toy horse, the two wooden knights L ordan had never played with and never
missed when she spirited them out of his nursery and into hers-But now it held, besides those things, her
brother's castoff clothing and armor, aset of light chain made for him when hefirst began training, long
snceforgotten in the armory. 1t no longer fit him; he was too broad in the shoulder. But it fit her perfectly.
She shed theruins of her skirtswith asigh of relief, and pulled on breeches, stockings, and deeved
leather tunic. She bound up her hair as best she could; debated cutting it off for amoment, then decided
shewas going to need it under the hem. The chain mail shirt came next; without asquire, getting into it
was ameatter of contortion and wriggling, and enough hip-waggling to make atrollop stare. It caught in
her hair despite her best efforts; she jerked her head and the caught strands were torn out of her scalp
withtheweght of themail.

Finaly she settled it into place, jingling noisly, with afina shake of her hips. It covered her from
neck to knee, dit before and behind so the wearer could ride.

Another leather jerkin went over it, to muffle the inevitable jangling of the rings. She pulled on her
riding boots, then turned and headed for the door. But al she had in the way of weapons were her
knives.

| don't know how to use a sword, she thought, hesitating with one hand on the door handle. But
knives aren't much use againgt alonger weapon. Maybe I'd better take one anyway.

So instead of going back the way she'd come, she headed for her brother's rooms and his small,
private armory.

Hopefully, the raiderswouldn't have gotten thet far.

Lordan'srooms were farther down the darkened hall, halfway between her tower and what had
been her mother's solar. Kero had never had the leisure to play the lady over abowerful of maids, nor
had sheredlly ever cared for fine sewing even if sheld had the leisure for it, so the solar had been closed
up until such time as Lordan took abride, or Rathgar remarried.

And since the latter had never occurred, Lordan had used the solar as aplace to keep hisarms
and armor so that he wouldn't have to tend it down in the cold, uncomfortable, and gloomy armory.
Doubtlessther father would have had afit if he'd known, but Kero hadn't seen any reasonto tell him. If
L ordan wanted to polish his swords up in the sun-filled solar, why not? Sun had never harmed meta or



boys so far as Kero had ever heard.

She pushed the door open, and went in; the moon shown full through the solar windows, and the
armor on its stland looked uncannily like Lordan for amoment. It gleamed a soft silver where the
moonlight struck reflections from the polished metd and those reflections gave it amomentary illuson of
movement.

Lordan's swords were hung from the racks where shuttles for the looms had been kept in
Lenoresday. Kero knew the one she wanted: one of Lordan's earliest blades, alight short sword the
closest thing to aknife and hence the one she could probably usethe easiest if it cameto that.

Lady Agnira, grant it doesn't... She buckled the belt over her tunic, hesitated amoment more,
then resolutely helped hersdlf to alittle round helm with anose-guard hanging on thewall besideit. It
might not be much in the way of protection, but it was better than abare head.

Lordan's rooms next door had a private stair to the stables outside; normally locked, but she and
Lordan had made enough illicit moonlight expeditions that shed long ago learned how to pick the clumsy
old lock in the dark.

The door was il locked, but her hands, though they shook alittle, till remembered how to
tease the lock with the thin blade of her knife. She forced hersdlf to breathe dowly, told hersdlf that this
was nothing out of the ordinary, leaned against the door frame, and tried not to think about what she was
doing.

It worked; thelock clicked, and the door swung open, hinges creaking.

The stairs gave out on the tack-room, and the shielded light normally kept burning there made her
blink, eyes watering. But there were no sounds of restless horses beyond the door, and the tack-room
itself was ashambles.

As her eyes adjusted to the light and she picked her way over the saddles and other tack strewn
over thefloor, she saw why-there were no horsesto hear. The stall doors stood wide open; what beasts
the brigands hadn't stolen had doubtless been driven off. Witless things that horses were, they were
undoubtedly scattered to the four winds, running until they foundered.

So much for sending someone for help, she thought bleakly. Not even the guests are going to be
able to send their own people back, not until some time tomorrow at the earliest.

Someone had planned thisvery well indeed. With one small exception..

Kero hurried to one st that would have been empty even if one of the guests hadn't brought a
high-bred pafrey to ingtal there. Though thiswasthe sd| reserved for Kero'sriding beast, her
Shin-din-bred mare spent most of her time in the pastures from the time the |last of the winter's snow
cleared off until thefirst of it ppeared.

Kero generdly kept Verenndstack hung over the side of the gdll; it didn't take up much room,
since she had never permitted anything other than Shin'din tack on the young mare's back. The onething
Rathgar was an expert on was horses, and held taught his children himsalf. Kero tended and trained
Verennawith her own hands unless there was an urgent need for her to be otherwise occupied.

Thetack was till there; blanket, a saddle with lightweight stirrups that was hardly heavier than



the blanket, bit less bridle and reins. She gathered it al up, dipped the hackamore over her arm, and
took her back way out of the stables, out into the pasture.

Some of the horses had either jumped the fence or been driven out here-she saw themin the
moonlight, dark shapes milling around at the end of the pasture, whinnying their distress. Catching them
was going to beimpaossible until they'd tired themsel ves out.

Pray Verenna hasn't gotten caught up in their panic, she thought, biting her lip. If she has-Best not
to think about it. Kero pursed her lips and whistled shrilly, three times. And very nearly jumped out of her
skin as something warm and soft shoved her inthe small of the back.

Gods!

She managed to kill the scream trying to tear itsway up out of her throat before she frightened
the mare, but she did drop al the tack, startling the young horse so that she shied allittle and danced
away, nervoudly. Kero, for her part, just stood and shook for amoment. A very long moment, in fact, so
long that Verenna got over her startlement and picked her way cautioudy back toward her rider before
Kero had entirely recovered.

The horse nuzzled her anxioudy, and Kero found the steadiness to reach for Verennaand scratch
her ears while she regained the last of her own composure. Findly she was able to take the hackamore
off her own arm and dip it over Verennas nose without her hands shaking so much that sheld be unable
to get the band over the mare's ears.

Saddling Verennawas amatter of moments. The mare stood on command, quietly, as sheld been
taught, while Kero dung the saddle and blanket over her back and fastened the girth. Chest and rump
bands were next, as Kero fumbled the buckles alittle in the dark, then Kero snugged the girth tight
againg her barrdl. Verennasnorted alittle, but was being remarkably well-behaved under the
circumstances.

Whichisjust aswell, Kero admitted, as she put her foot in the stirrup and pulled herself up onto
Verennas back. I'm not sure what 1'd do if she decided to get out of hand.

She rode the mare up to the fence, then leaned over and grabbed the latch on the gate. The
pasture gate could be opened from horseback, and Verennaremained quiet, though alittle jumpy,
throughout the entire maneuver. At least | don't have the others crowding up around this end, waiting for
achanceto bolt. Verennawas a very light-footed beast, and hardly made more noise than agoat as she
pivoted in place so that Kero could pull the gate shut and latch it closed. Kero was counting on that;
shed need every advantage she had against the raiders.

Verennaautomatically turned southward as they moved away from the gate at afast walk; Kero
normally rode her dong the gametrailsin the Kegp'swild lands, and the shortest way there was along the
road south. She shivered under the saddle; horses are creatures of habit, and her world had been turned
al round about this evening, first by the invasion of strange men and horsesinto her pasture, then by
Kero'sariva on the heds of the chaos. Thisbusiness of riding out in the middle of the night had the mare
nervous and confused-And now Kero confused her il further by turning her in an entirely opposite
direction to the one she expected.

Westward, not southward, and away from the hunting lands and the main village. She stopped,
snorted again, and bucked alittle. Kero held her head down and she fought the reins for amoment more,
then settled, shaking her head.



Poor baby, you don't know what we're doing out here in the middle of the night, do you? Kero
let her stand for amoment until she stopped shivering, then loosened her reins and gave her atouch of the
hedl. Obedient, but gill snorting alittlein protest, the mare headed into the west, up to the least
hospitable side of the valey, along afaint track that led to the border of the Keep lands.

Their road stayed atrack only so long asit lay within the Keep's borders. From there it turned
into agoat path, theninto agametrail.

Verennadidn't likeit at all; it was bordered by clumps of bushesthat swayed and rustled
aarmingly, and overhung by treesthat made it difficult for either her or her rider to see the path. Any
horse bred by the Shin'ain nomads could pick her way across uneven ground in conditions much worse
than this, but that didn't mean she had to like it. Her ears were laid back, and Kero sensed by the
tenseness of her musclesthat the least little disturbance would make her shy and possibly bolt.

A spooky enough road for avisit to awitch. Kero kept looking sharply at every movement she
caught out of the corner of her eye, and sarting alittle at every sound.

Shewasjust as bad as Verenna, when it came down to it. Thiswas the way to her
grandmother's home, called "Kethry's Tower." Kero hadn't been up thisroad very often, but she knew it
well enough. Asachild, she'd been taken here ether pillion behind agroom, or on her own fat pony, and
the visits had been at least once amonth. Later, though, as Lenore becameill, she'd gone no oftener than
twice ayear-and since her mother's death, she hadn't gone at all. Not that she hadn't wanted to, but
athough Rathgar hadn't expresdy forbidden it, he'd certainly made his disapproval known. Kero had her
hands full running the Keep, and somehow there never seemed to be enough timeto visit her
grandmother. And Grandmother had never sent any messages urging avist ether, so perhaps she hadn't
wanted any visitors.... And maybe she ill doesn't. But that's achance I'll have to take.

AsKero remembered it, the place wasn't exactly atower; it was more like astone fortress
somehow picked up and et into the side of acliff. Kero scrubbed at her burning eyeswith her deeve,
wishing that the Keep had been asimpregnable as that Tower-it lwayslooked to her asif it had been
grown into the cliff sde or perhaps carved into the living rock, and the only accessto it wasaong a
steep, narrow stairway. Witch and sorceress her grandmother might be, but she took no chances on the
possbility of having unfriendly vistors.

Verenna stumbled, and Kero steadied her. Now that they were away from the Keep, the norma
night sounds surrounded them asif nothing at al had happened back there tonight. Off in the distance an
owl hooted, and beyond the clopping of Verennas hooves, Kero heard tiny |eaf-rustlings as nocturna
animasforaged for their dinners.

Mother said that Grandmother had offered to build the Keep into something like the Tower, and
Father refused, she remembered suddenly. Why? He wasn't normally that stupid, to refuse help. Wasit
just that he didn't want to be any further in Grandmother's debt?

That could have been, Every thumb'slength of property that Rathgar called his own was actualy
his only through Lenore, and had come as her dowry. And he had resented it, Kero was certain of that;
Rathgar was not the kind of man who liked to be in debt to anyone. Stubborn, headstrong, determined to
make his own way, to depend on no one and nothing but himself, and to alow nothing to interfere with
hisplansfor hislandsand children.

But he loved Mother, she thought, letting Verennapick her way through the thin underbrush. |



know he loved Mother, and not just her lands. He used to bring her meals and feed her with hisown
hands when she was too weak to even move. He never said acrud word to her, ever. He never once
even looked at another woman while shewas dlive, and | don't think he wanted to look at another one
after shewas gone.

Verenna's eyes were better in thislight than Kero'swere; basicaly al she had to do right now
was keep from faling off and stay dert for stray bandits or wild animals.

It was hard to believe that Rathgar was redlly dead.

Oh, Father. She thought about al the happy times sheld spent in his presence; how held taught
her to hunt, how proud held been of her scholarship. He could hardly write his own name, she thought,
with alump in her throat, yet he was so proud of me and Lordan and Mother. He used to boast about
how learned we were to hisfriends.

He used to tell them about how | could keep books better than Wendar, and how Lordan was
writing the family history-and then he'd drag L ordan's chronicles out and have me read them out loud to
everyone after dinner.

And he used to tdll us both how we were following in Grandfather Jadrek's footsteps, and how
respected Grandfather had been, and how we should be proud to live up to his example. She could see
him even now, Sitting on the Sde of Lenore's bed, with Lordan at hisright and herself at hisleft, and
whatever book they happened to be reading on hislap.

"Don't belike me," held say, solemnly. "Don't pass up your chanceto learn. Look at me-too
ignorant to do anything but swing asword-if it hadn't been for your mother, 1'd probably beliving in abar
somewhere, throwing out drunks by night and mopping the floor by day. " And with that, he'd ook back
over his shoulder, and held stretch out his hand and gently touch Lenore's fingertips, and they'd both
smile.... What happened? she asked herself, around the tears that choked her throat. | know he changed
after Mother died. Wasit because | wasn't ableto be like her? He became so criticdl, that'sall | ever
saw. There were timeswhen | wondered if he hated me-and times when | wondered if he even knew |
was alive. Maybeif | hadn't been so completely opposite from Mother, maybe we could have gotten
aong better.

Verenna stopped for amoment, ears pricked forward, and Kero hastily rubbed her eyes, then
peered into the moon-dappled shadows benegath the trees ahead of them.

She dipped her knife from its sheath as she heard arepetition of the sound that had alerted the
horsein thefirg place. A rustling noise-as if something very large was threading its way through the
brush. A crash that sent her heart into her throat-and then it stood in the

moonlight on the path.

A stag. Verennashied, the stag saw them, and with aflip of itstail dove into the brush on the
other sde of thetralil.

Kero's heart started again, and she urged Verennaforward.

The mare didn't want to go, and was sweating when Kero forced her to obey; but once they
were past the spot where the stag had appeared, she calmed down abit.

Maybe it was because he thought | wasn't listening to him about schooling, she thought, trying to



cam the mare further with afirm hand on her neck. | know he thought 1 should be spending moretime
reading and lesswith the horses. Dammiit, | passed every test the tutor ever set me!

Isit bad that | like to be outside, that | hate being cooped up inside four wallswhen | could be
out doing things? What's wrong with that? A book's al right when the weather's foul and there's nothing
elseto do, but why sit and read when the wind is calling your name?

She'd never been able to figure that out. Lordan, though-every chance he had, he was at a book
or driving the tutor mad with questions. It was asif he got dl of Kero'slove of learning aswell ashis
own. Books, dear gods, he owns more books than anyone | know. And if he gets hisway, he'sgoing to
gpend half Dierna's dower on more books. If he'still diveto doit.

Her eyes stung and watered again, and her throat knotted. She rubbed her deeve across her
eyes, and wondered if hed live the night.

If I can just get Grandmother down to the Keep. If she's got the kind of power everyone seems
to think she does. Father would have had acat if he'd known about the stories | used to pick up inthe
kitchen. They say she built the Tower in one night, with magic, just before she moved out of the Keep
and gave it to Mother as her wedding present. They say she hasagiant wolf and ademon lizard for
familiars. They say she can kill you or Hedl you just by looking a you. And if only half of that'strue, she
surely will have what | need to save Lordan and get Dierna back.

Kero bent over Verenna's neck to keep from getting hit in the face by a series of low-hanging
branches, and thought about what she'd ask for. Something that shot lightning, perhaps; amagic wand
that called up demons. Exploding arrows? Maybe the help of that giant wolf?

With magic even | ought to be able to get Diernaaway. And magic can surely save Lordan ...
unless Grandmother doesn't care what happensto us.

The thought made her heart freeze, and every succeeding thought seemed worse than thefirdt.

She never once sent amessenger or anything after Mother died. Maybe she was angry with
Father for taking Mother away from her. Maybe sheredly hates the rest of us. Maybe she thinkswe al
hate her, and she's gone al sour and mean. Maybe the magic has gotten to her brain, and she'sgone
med.

"Lady Kerowyn," said avoice out of the dark.
Three

"Lady Kerowyn-" said avoice from benesth the shadows of the trees, frightening the breath out
of her, closing her throat with an icy hand. There was no warning, no movement beside theroad, just a
voice coming out of the darkness. It was a voice as harsh as the croaking of crows, and Kerowyn
jerked, letting out an involuntary squawk of surprise as shereined in Verenna. The mare jumped and
squed ed, dancing madly backward, but fortunately didn't bolt.

Her heart fdt like alump of frozen stone, her pulserang in her ears as she wrestled Verennato a
Sanddtill.

Hands trembling on the reins, she peered at the dark shadow-shapes under the trees; there was
something there, but she couldn't even make out if it was human or not, much lessif it was mae or



femae. And that voice certainly didn't tell her anything.
"Who are you?"' shereplied, hoping her own voice wasn't going to break. "What do you want?"

"I live here," replied the voice, "which ismorethan | can say for you. What are you doing out
here, beyond your father'slands, Lady Kerowyn? Why aren't you safe in your bed, in your father's

Keep?'

It sounds like an old woman, Kero decided. A redly nasty old woman. The kind that makes her
daughter-in-law's lifeamisery. Oddly enough, the mockery in the old woman's voice and words made
her fed calmer-and angrier. Which ismorethan | can say for you, indeed!

"If you redly live here, you know that the sorceress Lady Kethryverisis my grandmother,” she
called back. "I need to see her, and I'd gppreciateit if you got out of theway. Y ou're frightening my
horse.”

"Inthe middle of the night?" the old woman retorted. "Dressed in men's clothing? Carrying a
wegpon?' She moved out into the middle of the path, blocking it, but still in enough shadow that Kero
couldn't see her as anything other than a cloaked and hooded shape. "What kind of fool's errand are you
on, girl?'

Kero tightened al over with anger, inadvertently making Verennarear and dance. When she got
her mare and hersdf under alittle better control, she told the old woman of theraid, in asfew words as
possible, though she wondered why she was bothering.

"I'm going to ask my grandmother for help,” shefinished.
"Now if you'll please get out of my way-"

"Dressed like that?" The woman produced ashort bark of alaugh, likeafox. "I think you have
something e se planned. | think you reckon to follow after these raiders, and try to rescue this girl they
took."

"Andwhat if | do?' Kero retorted, railsing her chin angrily. "What businessisit of yours?'

"You'reafool, girl," the old woman said acidly, then hawked and spat in the dust of the path just
infront of Verennashooves. "Y ou're amoonstruck fool. That'sajob for men, not slly little girlswith
their heads stuffed full of tales. Y ou're probably acting out of ignorance or out of pride, and either one
will get you killed. Go back to your place, girl. Go back to women'swork. Go back where you belong."

Every word infuriated Kero even more; she went hot, then cold with ire, and by the time the old
woman had finished, shewastoo angry at first even to speak. Verennawas no help; she reacted both to
Kero'sanger and to something the mare saw-or thought she saw-under the trees. AsVerenna danced
and shied, the mare's panic forced her to calm herslf down in order to control the horse. Shefindly
brought Verennato a sweeting, eye rolling standstill a scant length from the old woman. Whoever she
was, the old hag was at least as foolhardy as she accused Kerowyn of being, for she hadn't moved a
thumb's length out of the way during the worgt of Verennas antics.

"What | do or plan to do has nothing to do with pride," Kero said tightly, through clenched teeth,
as Verennatossed her head and snorted in darm. "There's no one left down there that's capabl e of riding
out after her. No one, old woman. Not one single man able to ride and lift aweapon. All that's down



thereisahandful of frightened servants and pages, and two old, arthritic men who never learned to ride.
If I don't go after Dierna, no onewill. If | wait until that so-called "proper” help arrives, shell be dead, or
worse. People who intend to ransom a captive don't ride in and try to daughter every able-bodied adult
inthe place. | don't have achoice, old woman."

She wanted to say more, and couldn't. Fear tilled her voicein her throat. Shewas
right-but-Everything | said istrue-and-everything she said istrue. Thisisgoing to get mekilled, but I've
cometoo far to turn back now. | made my choices back at the Keep.

"I made my choices, and I'm going to live or die by them,” shefinished, hoping she sounded
brave, but @l too aware that she probably sounded like afoolhardy braggart. "And I'm going to see my
grandmother whether you bar the way or not!”

She touched her hedlsto Verenna's sides, and the mare bolted forward. The old woman stepped
adroitly aside at the last possible moment, and they cantered past her and were out of sight or hearingin
afew moments.

Kero reined the mare in as soon as sheld run out some of her nerves; the path was il just as
dark and potentialy treacherous. And thelast thing | need isfor Verennato bresk her leg within sight of
the Tower. | should bein sight of the Tower by now, she thought, looking upward through the branches
of the trees. That old woman-in tales sheld either be a demon sent by the mage that took Diernato turn
me back, or acreature of Grandmother's, sent to test me. If she'sademon, the next thing will beawhole
swarm of them after me-The back of her neck crawled at that thought, and she could not resist the
temptation to stop, turn, and look down the path behind her.

Nothing. Just the moving shadows of tree limbs, and an owl winging silently across the road.
Even Verenna seemed calmer, no longer fighting the reins, no longer swegting.

So much for the tales, she thought, alittle embarrassed by her wild fears. Sometimes a crazy old
woman isjust acrazy old woman.

The Tower was exactly as Kero remembered it; or a leadt, thelittle of it she could seeinthe
darkness was exactly as she remembered. Halfway up the side of the cliff, asingle light burned beside the
door. There might have been afainter light coming from a curtained or shuttered window above that, but
it wastoo faint for Kero to be sureit was there.

Verennawhickered inquigtively as she dismounted.

The trees and brush had been cut away for severd lengths at the bottom of the cliff, leaving a
wide expanse of meadow. Not a carefully manicured and tended meadow though; this one was
knee-high in grass and wildflowers, and looked very much like anatura clearing.

The moon shone down on this swath of grass unhindered by brush or trees, making it possible for
Kero to see quite clearly. There was a hitching post beside the beginning of the Saircase; a steep,
narrow, open stone stair. Not even a Shin'ain-bred horse was going to be able to negotiate that; it was
bardly wide enough for asingle human.

Andit'sagood thing | have ahead for heights, she thought soberly, eying the stair dubioudy. Oh,
well.. ..

Shetethered Verennato the hitching post, giving her enough lead-rope so that sheld be able to



graze alittle. It'stoo late for wolves, and too early for mountain-cats. | hope. Once again she looked
back down the path, and once again saw and heard nothing out of the ordinary.

She turned and started up the staircase, with one hand on the rough stone wall, resolutely looking
at the steps and not over the open side. The stone beneath her hand was still warm from the afternoon
sun. Sheforced hersdf to hurry as much as she dared, taking the relatively shalow stepstwo a atime;
sheld have run, but the footing was too uncertain and the light was deceptive.

By the time she reached the top, she wasfeding the strain in her legs. She paused for amoment
to square her shoulders and lift her chin, then hefted the cold meta ring set into the door, and knocked.
Thefirst blow sounded dull, asif the door was alot thicker than it looked.

The door began to open before she had a chance to finish the second knock. She released the
iron ring hadtily, beforeit could be snatched out of her hand.

A lantern she had not seen bloomed into life beside the door asit opened. The soft yellow light
fell on adlver-haired, green-eyed woman who bore a strong resemblance to Kero's mother Lenore.
Except for her hair, she showed few signs of age; she was as dim and erect in her soft blue-velvet gown
asany girl, and moved gracefully, if dowly. There were afew crow's-feet around her eyes,
concentration-lines on her brow, and smile-lines at either corner of her mouth, but otherwise her face was
unwrinkled. She was exactly as Kero remembered her which was eerie. She should have shown some
sggnsof increasng age....

"Kerowyn?' The sorceressfrowned. "I knew there was something wrong, but-never mind. Come
in.

Kero edged cautiously past her grandmother, careful not to touch her, and tried not to stare.
There was no telling what she'd take offense at, and Kero had to keep repeating to hersdlf that this
strange, agel esswoman was her grandmother. | can't believe she il looks like this.

Mother looked older, and not just because she was so sick. Kethry turned away to close the
door, and Kero took the opportunity to glance around while her back was turned.

There was no anteroom; she found hersaf in some kind of public room that took up the entire
bottom floor of the Tower. 1t wasfull of comfortable clutter, the kind of things Kero would have
expected to find in any woman'srooms. Ordinary things, an embroidery frame by the window, a basket
of yarn and knitting beside the fire, cushions piled cardlesdy everywhere. What furniture there was
tended to be worn, overstuffed, and looked asif it saw heavy use. Kero shivered despite the unexpected
warmth of the room. The lighting was concentrated near thefire, leaving the rest of the room in shadow,
and Kero wasn't certain she wanted to |ook too deeply into any of those shadows.

Kethry closed the door with adull thud, but did not shoot the bolt home. Kero looked back at
her, hoping she hadn't noticed her granddaughter's wandering attention.

She turned with afrown on her face, though Kero could not tell if it was because of her, or for
some other reason. Kero clasped her hands behind her back, nervoudy, and waited for her grandmother
to speak.

"| felt something-wrong-down inthe valey," Kethry said vaguely, her brow creased and her eyes
looking somewhere past Kero's shoulder.



"Something magic, 1've been expecting amessenger, since | pledged Rathgar when he wed
Lenorethat | would not enter hisdomain uninvited-but | didn't expect that messenger to beyou.” She
promised Father-dear Agniral Kero took a deep breath, and stored that bit of information away for later.

If there was alater. She looks so odd-blessed Trine, | hope she hasn't gone senile- "'I'm the only
onefit toride, Lady Kethryveris™" she began.

"Grandmother," Kethry interrupted tartly, her focus sharpening for amoment. "1 am your
grandmother. It won't hurt to say so. Sit,”" she continued, gesturing at a bench by the door as shetook a
sedt oppodgiteit. "What happened down there that they sent you to bring me word?"

Kero nodded, a shiver of real fear going up her back, and gulped. No, she'snot senile. If she il
admits she's my grandmother-wants to admit it-maybe she will help us. " Grandmother, nobody sent me.
Nobody could send me. | came by mysdlf It's-it'shorrible.” Shetold the story a second time, watching as
Kethry grew more and more distant-and more and more collected-with every word. By the time shewas
halfway through, her grandmother looked like the powerful, remote cresture the stories made her out to
be. And Kerowyn continued, asick, leaden fegling in the pit of her somach, trying not to break downin
front of this self-possessed, rega woman.

But she began to rdlive the tale as she told it. Her ssomach churned, and her throat began to close
with harshly suppressed sobs. | have to get through this. | have to make her believe me. | can't do that if

I'm crying like a baby.

She managed to sound relatively calm, or at least she thought she did, until she got to the part
where sheld first come up from the kitchen. She fatered; sammered alittle-then clenched her teeth and
plowed onward.

But she kept seeing the bodies-And then she came to the part where she saw her own family
fdlenvictim; first Lordan, then Rathgar.

That was too much; she lost every bit of her composure and fell completely apart.

Therewas abrief flurry of movement as her grandmother rose-and warm arms clasped and held
her.

She found hersdf sobbing into a blue-vel vet covered shoulder, found her grandmother holding
her as no one had held her since her mother died. It was something she hadn't known she needed until it
happened. She cried dl the tears and fears shed held in since this nightmare began; cried until her eyes
were swollen and sore and her nose felt raw. Kethry didn't say aword, smply held her, stroking her hair
from timeto time, and it waswith agreat deal of reluctance that she freed hersdlf from that comforting
embraceto finish the sory.

She had to do so with her eyes shut tightly againgt the tears that threatened to come again, her
throat thick, and her hands knotted into fits.

"Areyou going to be dl right?" Kethry asked when she had finished.
Kero took adeep breath, opened her eyes, and shrugged.

"I'll haveto be" shereplied. "I told you, I'm the only one left."



Kethry nodded, pushed her down into achair, and narrowed her eyes-and turned from
comforter to something far different. The sorceress face lost al animation. She cooled, she became
somehow remote.

"Themen," she said dispassonatdly. "Describe them again.”

"They didn't ook like much," Kero replied, fateringly. "Ratty looking. Like bandit-scum, the kind
we'd never hire, except that their armor was awfully good. It wasn't new, but it wasn't dirty enough for
themto have had it long.”

"No badges, no inggnia?'

"Not that | saw," she said, hardly knowing what to think.

"How did it fit them?" her grandmother persisted.

"What?' Now Kero redly was perplexed. Her grandmother looked impatient.

"Y ou're no dunce, child, how did it fit them? Well, or badly? Too big, too smal, placeswhereit
was just held together by jury-rig straps?”

"Uh-" Now that she thought back on it, the armor for the most part had fit badly, gaping places
where it wastoo smal on some men, too-large mail shirts spilling over knuckles on others.

"Badly, modtly."

"Ah. Areyou sure you don't want to go back and seeif there's someone that can go after Dierna
besdesyou?'

She gave Kero amesasuring 1ook.

"You look to me asif you've done enough aready. | wouldn't say you're up to this, persondly.”

"No," Kero said asforcefully as she could.

Kethry nodded, and changed the subject.

"Did it seem asif anyone wasthe leader?"

The questioning went on until Kero was ready to scream for the wasted time. And Kethry kept
asking her if shewas certain she didn't want to go back. She answered everything as honestly as she
could, but it amost seemed asif her grandmother was now looking for an excuse to dismiss her and her
pleaout of hand, before she'd even had a chance to voiceit. She certainly wasjust as discouraging and
disparaging as the old woman down on the trail had been.

She'snot going to listen; shethinksthiswas dl Father's fault and she doesn't care what happens
to therest of us. Kero was shaking now; there was alight in Kethry's eyesthat she didn't in the least like.

Hard, and cold-uncaring? Perhaps. The sorceress face was unreadable.

Still, when Kethry seemed to have come to the end of her questions and stood up to pace back
and forth with her arms crossed, deep in thought, Kero took adeep breath, and made her carefully



rehearsed speech before her grandmother could tell her to take herself off.

"I'll never have another chance" Grandmother,” she said urgently, "I have to go after Dierna. If |
don't, there won't be anything left of the family by the time her uncle gets done with blood-feud. He might
leave me dive-but not Lordan.”

Kethry blinked, and seemed to shake hersdlf out of an entrancement. "I actually know that,
child,” shesad dryly. "I've had dedlings with Baron Reichert before. That man wouldn't be satisfied if he
devoured the world. In fact-never mind. I'll tell you later. So what do you want out of me?”

"Help! " Kero cried. "Lordan won't live out the night without aHedler-and | need help, too.

A magic weapon. Something that will make it possible for meto get Diernaaway from those
bandits." A lightning-caler, atame demon-something that can attack them from adistance so | don't have
to get too close.

"They aren't bandits, girl," Kethry interrupted, her brow creased with afrown. "At least, that
mageisn't. Whoever, whatever heis, he's good, he hid his presence from meright up to the time of the
attack-and he wants avirgin girl for something. I would guess he was hired, and the girl ishis pricefor
thisnight'swork. | suspect your father made one enemy too many, and that enemy has decided to extract
acomplete revenge and end him and hisline. Or else-" She gave Kero asharp glance, and didn't
complete her surmise.

There's something she knowsthat | don't, Kero realized suddenly. Something sheisn't going to
tdl me

"I still need aweapon, Grandmother," she persisted. "And Lordan-"

"Lordan will survive until | get there," the sorceress said abruptly, turning so quickly that Kero's
heart jJumped. "Trust me on that. And asfor your going after those bandits-what

makes you think you can do anything? Y ou aren't trained in magery or weaponry.”

"l havetotry," Kero said stubbornly. "I have to. There's no one ese, and you told me what
Dierndsuncle-"

"Why you?' Kethry repested.

"Why not me?" Kero stood up, astall as her shaking knees were permitting, and raised her chin
defiantly. "Why not me-if you'l help, | can doit. Y ou did more with lesswhen you were my age."”

Shewas al worked up and ready to say alot more, but to her surprise, Kethry nodded.

"Theréstruth inthat, child," her grandmother said softly.

"More truth than you know. And now | know who it isI've been waiting for al these years....
Waiting? Stay there." The sorceress crossed the room to one of the shadow-shrouded corners, and bent
over achest, opening it with acreak of iron hinges.

Sheturned with along, dender shapein her hands, and as she moved into the light again,

Kerowyn could see that it was asword. Not avery impressive blade; the hilt was plain |eather-wrapped
metd, and the sheath wasjust asplain.



"Here," Kethry said, holding it out to her. "Let's seeif shelll taketo you.”

She? Kero reached forward to take the hilt without thinking, and as she clasped it, Kethry pulled
away the sheath.

For amoment, no more than abregth, writing blazed up on the blade itsdlf, as fiery and white-hot
asif the sword had just come from the heart of aforge. Kero gasped, but Kethry only nodded,
unsurprised.

"Shewantsyou dl right, child. Y ou're the only one of my daughters or granddaughters she's
spoken for. She's yours now-or you're hers." Kethry did the sheath back over the now perfectly ordinary
looking blade. "Take your pick. When she speaks, | don't think anybody denies her.”

"What did it say?" Kero asked, aware of-something in the back of her mind. A testing-but
distracted by what her grandmother had just said. Granddaughters? Daughters? | thought Mother..."

"Woman's Need calls me, as Woman's Need made me. Her Need will 1 answer as my maker
bade me. " Kethry tilted her head sdewaysto fix Kero with a penetrating Stare. "Thisis my sword Need,
Granddaughter-the sword | wore for most of my life. Y our sword, now; for well or ill, you're bound to
her like you'll never be bound to another living thing, man or woman. But | don't think you'l ruethe
bargain.

Kerowyn amost dropped the sword in her surprise. Thiswas K ethry's famous blade? Even she
had heard stories about this sword.

"B-b-but | don't know how to-"
"Youwon't haveto," Kethry said confidently.
"Shelll take care of you. At least in thisingtance she will-wel, you'll see.”

Kero managed to stop gaping and did the sheath onto her belt, removing the old blade she'd
taken from Lordan'sarmory.

"Grandmother," she said dowly, looking from the sword to Kethry and back again.

"A few moments ago you wanted me to go back home. Now you've given me this-and you're all
but throwing me after those raiders. Why?"

Kethry clasped her hands behind her, and stepped back afew paces, looking Kero up and
down with adigtinctly satisfied expression.

"l wastesting you," she said camly. "What you're about to do is going to change your life
forever. Oh, don't look so skeptical; | know what I'm talking about. 1t will. And the road you're about to
take isnot for the fainthearted. But you seem to be made of stronger stuff than poor Lenore. " Kethry
nodded, dowly. "Yesindeed. | think you'l do."

What happened? One moment, Kero was standing in the middle of Kethry's Tower, staring
at her grandmother. Then there was amoment of dizziness, asif the floor had dropped out from
beneath her, and she found hersaf here, at the foot of the stairs.



She blinked, and the moonlit meadow wavered alittle in front of her eyes. Dizzy-blessed Trine-
She staggered two steps forward, her hand outstretched in front of her, sopping hersaf on Verennas
shoulder. The mare snorted in darm and jumped, asif she hadn't known Kero wasthere until that
moment.

The dizziness vanished. She looked up suddenly, only to seethe light in the Tower blink out,
leaving it entirdly dark.

"Gods." She stared up at the Tower, but could make nothing out in the shadows-and something
told her that if she climbed al the way back up again, she could pound her fists bloody on that door and
never raise asoul. She'd gotten all the answer she was going to get, at least for now.

Shelooked back down at the sword hanging from her belt. It was not the one she'd gotten from
the Keep. It was the one she remembered her grandmother giving her.

She stroked the mare's neck to calm her.

"I think I've been dismissed, Verenng," shesaid quietly. "I didn't get the answer | camefor-" But
maybe | got a better one, she thought dowly. And at any rate, it'sthe only one I'm going to get.

She clenched her jaw, and mounted before she could turn coward.

"Comeon, girl," she said to the mare, turning her back down thetrail, the way they had come.
"Wevegot ahard ridein front of us."

Tarmashena Ta€sedrin, Ka'enedrd warrior of the Shin'din Clan of the Hawk, urged her tall
gray war steed alittle faster up the back trail to Kethry's Tower. The mare snorted an objection as she
moved from an ambleinto arunning walk; she didn't like taking the back way at night, and shedidn't like
to be rushed at the end of ajourney.

"Y ou're going to like what's coming up evenless, old girl," Tarmatold the mare, patting her
coarse-coated neck. "Y ou only think you're getting awarm stable and arest. I'm afraid we're going to be
turning right back around as soon aswe find out what my partner's planning.”

"So you're going to follow the girl?" asked arough voice asfamiliar to her asher own in the back
of her mind, avoice carrying overtones of approval. "Good. | like her; I'd have followed her doneif
you'd refused. She has courage.”

"Oh, that, certainly. Lots of guts, not too many brains, but that's the way of things when you're
young," Tarmaretorted to the shaggy, calf-szed beast trotting dong with its head level with her sirrup.

The kyree turned itslupine head up so that his great glowing eyes met hers, and blinked.
"Exactly. Reminds me very much of acertain barbarian Shin'din | knew many years ago.”

"Barbarian?' Tarmaexclaimed, as her mare's ears swiveled back with surprise. "Who's cdling
who abarbarian? Y ou're the one who eats his meat raw. And fish blessed Goddess, that'savile

thought.”



"Cooking ruinstheflavor,” Warrl replied haughtily. " Some of the most civilized beingsin the
world et their fish raw."

"Dear Goddess. No wonder they die young. Y es, I'm going after her. | just want to find out what
Keth hasin mind for both of us." Tarmareminded her mare with atouch of her heesthat shewas
supposed to be trotting.

The mare grunted, and grudgingly incressed her speed.
"Have you picked up anything more from Keth's mage-aderts down on the Keep?"

"No." Warrl, creature of the magic-riddled Pelagir Hills, had some mage-abilities of his own; how
much, he'd never told Tarmaor her partner. He'd been able to throw off magicd attacksin the past that
would have killed a man. Hed once managed to feign death, pull Tarmaout of a demon-sent trance, and
smell the presence of mage-energy. He was also able to speak mind to mind with Tarma-which meant,
she assumed, that he could do so with anyone he chose.

Sheld been quite grateful for those ahilitiesin the past, and never more so than tonight. Sheld
actualy been within acouple of leagues of the Tower, returning from her annua visit to Clan Tal€sedrin,
when Warrl had sensed the darms Kethry had placed on the Keep sound in adanger-signd. They'd
pushed their pace, knowing Keth was going to need them-only to have Warrl sensethe girl riding
hell-for-lesther Sraight for the Tower hersdlf.

Heknew her, of course; he knew al of Kethry's children and grandchildren, whether or not they
knew him. Hed played spy for Kethry often enough; Rathgar didn't know of the kyree's existence, and
what he didn't know about, he couldn't forbid. Warrl's excursons to the Keep were often the only things
that kept Keth from violating her siworn word.

They'd stopped Kerowyn easily enough; even a Shin'din-bred horse didn't readily pass
something aslarge and carnivorous as a kyree. Tarmahad played a part then; testing her while she and
Warrl extracted information from the girl's words and mind. Tarma had sensed the despair in her voice,
the fear she had been trying to cover with bravado.

Poor child, the Shin'ain thought, wishing she was dready guarding the child's' back. Wishing
she'd dared to be sympathetic. She wasn't ready for this.

"I'm glad you intercepted her," the kyree said, evidently following her thoughts. " She still might
have tried something like thisif she'd been as feather-headed and stuffed full of tales as you accused her
of being. If shed been like her mother.”

"Sheisn't, Star-Eyed be thanked." Tarmahad very little use for Lenore, living or dead. But then,
while Lenore had been dive, the antipathy had been mutua. Contempt on Tarmas sde, fear mingled with
disdain on Lenore's. Warrl teased his mind-mate by calling her a barbarian; Lenore had meant it. "Lenore
wouldn't have done anything other than faint, though. And have hysterics.”

Girl'swell rid of that father, though the boy has promise. Well get her through this one, then well
see she finds out about her kin and Clan-then she can make up her mind about what she redlly wantsto
do with hersdf.

" Get her through thisonefirgt," the kyree interrupted. "Sheis brave, and resourceful, but-"



"But, my rump. | did morewith lessat her age," Tarmasaid, with more certainty than shefdlt.
Shelswhat, sixteen, seventeen? No rea wegpons training? Dear gods, | wastrained al my life, then
retrained by the leshyae Ka'enedra. Uncomfortable thoughts. Best to get dl the plans straight, then go
seethat the girl survived this quest of hers. She nudged the mare again, bringing her up to acanter. The
mare knew every pebble of the way from this point, and Tarmadidn't want to waste any time getting on
Kerowyn's back trail.

Warrl barked once, then put on the wild burst of speed of which his kind was capable, and
sprinted ahead of her toward the dark, craggy bulk of the cliff housing the Tower.

When Tarma pulled her mare up at cliff-sde, Warrl was nowhere in sight, which meant held gone
on ahead.

"Thelady issaddling up,” came hismenta call, thinned by rock and distance. "We arein the
gable”

Light from afull moon directly overhead showed that the path here curved around the side of
what |ooked to be sheer rock face, heading toward the stair that led to the Tower itself.

The rough granite gave lodging-room here only to occasiona scrub trees and bushes, and alittle
moss. There was no sign whatsoever of astable. Which was, of course, exactly as Kethry intended.

The mare tossed her head, as Tarma dismounted stiffly, her right hip aching alittle from thelong
ride. It would have been niceif this mess had managed to happen some time next week, she reflected
wigtfully, trying to flex some mobility back into her legs. Give me achanceto get ahot bath ... my own
bed for afew nights... Ah, I'm getting soft in my old age.

As often as she pulled thistrick, the mare il balked when it came to going through the hidden
entrance.

Tarmapulled off the scarf that had held her hair out of her eyesall day, and blindfolded the mare
withit. And walked into the side of the dliff, leading the docile horse. Thistrick wouldn't work for just
anyone, of course; only those Keth had keyed into the spell. For anyone el se, that granite cliff-face
wasnt illuson, it wasred, and solid enough to climb. Tarmastill hadn't made up her mind about it, and
like the mare, she didn't much enjoy passing through it. She kept thinking that one day something was
going to go wrong, and she'd get stuck hafway through.

Three steps through absol ute darkness, then she and her mare emerged into the tunndl that led to
the Tower's sables. The tunnel, the stable, and the " door” were the only extravagances K eth permitted
hersdf in theway of magic. The tunnel and stable had been carved from the living rock by magic, and
wereilluminated by permanent witch-lights. The rock walls of the tunndl were planed and polished until
the granite shone like marble, and the yellow globes of witch-lights brightened just ahead of her and
dimmed after she had passed.

"Audtere, but attractive," waswhat Warrl had called it. It gave Tarmaacase of claustrophobia

Her footsteps and the mare's echoed up and down the tunnel, announcing their arrival. Oddly
enough, the Tower-which everyone seemed to think Keth had magicked into place-had aready been
here when they'd first had their schools at what was now the Keep. Besides the obvious way in, thered
been an escape route down through the cellars. That was what K eth had enlarged into the stables and
tunnel, and had conceded with her magic.



The end of the tunnd was consderably brighter than the tunnd itsdlf; Tarmablinked alittle when
sheled the mare out into the stable proper. As Warrl had advised, Kethry was dready at work; she'd
aready saddled her mount and loaded it with packs of medicinal gear. Kethry was no fool; shed
changed into one of her old traveling outfits, knee-length hooded robe and breeches, both of soft, but
sturdy, beige wool. Now the sorceress had gotten her gray war steed to kneel so that she could mount
the mare's saddle. While Tarmamight still be able to mount unaided, these days Keth couldn't, and made
no pretenses about the fact.

Poor Keth. She moves so gracefully no one ever guesses how much her bones ache.

"We are not what we were, mind-mate,” Warrl acknowledged ruefully. He had flung himself
down beside the cool stonewall where he lay panting after hisrun.

Now that he wasin the light, he was even more impressive; not even awolfhound or the gras
scats of the Dhorisha Plains could best him for size. He could-and had-snapped aman'sleg in haf with
those formidable jaws.

"Y our timing couldn't have been better, sheenedra,” the sorceress said, as her mare heaved
hersdlf to her feet.

"l saw you were dmost home when | checked this morning, then when | sensed the trouble in the
vdley, | checked on you firgt, and caught your little conversation with Kerowyn. " She checked al the
fastenings on the packs as she spoke, making sure nothing was going to come loose.

"I'm going to the Keep to see what | can do-"

"Don'tworry, | just came down hereto tell you I'll be playing guardian to the girl," Tarma
interrupted. "Y ou didn't have to ask."

"Sheian't ashdplessasyou might think," Kethry said, knotting her long silver hair up on the back
of her head and pinning it there securely. She turned her emerald eyes on her partner, and Tarmafor
once could not read them.

"S0?" Sheraised an eyebrow.

"Need woke for her."

Silence. Four daughters, ahost of granddaughters and fosterlings-not to mention all the
students-not one of which woke even a spark from that piece of tin. Dear and most precious gods. For

once the damned thing picked agood timeto pokeitsnosein! If asword hasanose.

Tarmatook adeep breath, quite well aware that her oath bound sister was waiting for some kind
of reaction.

"She's neither fighter nor mage. So what'sit going to do for her?”
Kethry wheeled her mare and got her head pointed toward the tunnel.

"Whatever it hasto. Protect her from magic, make her fight like ahdllcat. Probably more than
that, things | didn't know it could do. All I do know for certain isthat with the lives of not one, but two



young women depending on it, Need isgoing to stretch to itslimits.”
Tarmaconsidered that for amoment.

"Inthat case, I'd better get on my way. And young Lordan isn't getting any better for you
ganding there. "

When Kethry didn't move, Tarmafrowned. "There's something you're not telling me.”
The sorceress grimaced.

"| think Rathgar was betrayed. | told Kero that whoever hired the mage and the banditsto pull
thisraid was probably one of Rathgar's enemies, but | lied to her. | think it was Dierna's uncle.”

"That Reichert bagtard,” Tarma blinked-and swore an oath strong enough to make the
witch-lightsdim for amomen.

"It all makes sense, doesn't it-the fact that the raiders knew about the feast tonight and that
amost everyone would be unarmed. That they knew where everything was. And that bastard has wanted
the Keep since | can't remember when. | didn't like Rathgar, but he deserved better than that.”

"That bastard probably wouldn't be too upset if Dierna's father happened to die and the collateral
lands cameto him either,” Kethry pointed out grimly. "Basicdly, | think you'd better stay dert for other
surprises-and if you can find anything linking him to thismassacre, bring it back.”

Tarmanodded. "I'll keep my nose to the ground.”

Kethry'stroubled eyes cleared, and she urged her horse down the tunndl. "That takes alot of
worry off my mind. I'll go dowhat | canfor Lordan."

"And I'll keep our young sword bearer in one piece.”
Tarmamounted up, much to the displeasure of her horse, and followed her out into the night.
"And may the godsridewith al of us."
Four
The moon was down, but Tarmahad no problem following Warrl. Any time shelost him, hed be
sureto set her right with acidic ddight. She was far more concerned with her marésfooting in the
uncertain light. One fal se step and the rescue could be ended with abroken foreleg.

Shin'ain-bred horses were damned canny, but accidents could still happen to anyone.

She was glad now shed |eft her old mare back with the Clan two years ago, and had taken a
younger besst.

Thiswasthe fourth war steed to carry the name "Hellsbane," but she was the best so far. Though
lazier by nature than the other three, she had keener senses, a superior level of good sense, and an
uncanny knack for path-finding.



Warrl was up to hisusua high standards; despite a confused trail, he had picked up Kero'strack
with very little problem. He might be as old as Tarma, but there was nothing wrong with his nose.

| can't imagine how that girl isfinding the bandits trail, though. That had her sorely puzzled. She's
agood enough hunter, but not that good, and not by night.

"The sword?' Warrl suggested absently. "Kethry said that we don't know al it can do. Weve
never seen it in the hands of someone entirely untrained.”

Tarmasnarled alittle at the thought of the blade that had caused her and her shélenedra so much
trouble, and agreed. I'll tell you, Furface, I've never been entirely happy about that blade. It hastoo much
of amind of its own. Damn thing came awfully closeto getting Keth killed atime or two.

"The Hawkbrothers call it a spirit-sword,” Warrl reminded her, as he stopped at a crossroads to
cast around for the scent. "I have often thought it to be more than a geas-blade. But your Star-Eyed
bound you two, despite Kethry's previouslink to it, so | presumeit isn't inimica, only-hmm-stubborn?’

Tarmagrimaced at the kyree's choice of words. Maybe.

Whatever, I'm glad now that the damn thing does have amind of its own. The only two femaes
in peril for leagues around are Kero and her brother's bride.

Therere no women in that bandit group, right?
"I have not scented any,” the kyree confirmed, loping off on the fork to the west.

Tarmaurged her horseto follow. Then the goa and the target are clear. There's nothing to
confusetheissue. And Kero isgoing to need al the help she can get.

"Wetwo are not precisely useless.” The path was|eading off into the hills, and presently
vanished. Warrl continued to follow with his nose aong the bare ground, swiftly and silently.

It was as dark asthe inside' of acat with the moon down. Tarmarelaxed, rested, trusting to the
senses of her mount and Wartl.

"Hdt."

Tarmaresacted instantly, and so did her mare. She peered into the darkness ahead of her, and
could barely make out amoving blot againgt the lighter expanse of scrub grass and dirt ahead.

What's up? she thought at him. She could not speak mind-to-mind, but he could and did read her
thoughts.

They'd used thet little talent of his on more than one scouting foray.

"Interesting. She dismounted here.” Tarma eased hersalf down out of her saddle, and winced a
little when she put weight on her bad leg. She led the mare up to Warrl as quietly as she could to keep
from distracting him. He raised his head and sniffed the breeze just as she got there.

"Fascinating. We are somewhere near the bandits camp. | can scent smoke and many humans,
and weary horses. And old blood, and | think, Dierna. Which meansthe girl Kerowyn somehow knew



they were nearby..." He put nose to ground again.

"The sword, | presume, aerted her. Or possibly isguiding her. Or controlling her, Tarma thought
sardonicaly, thinking of times past.

| thought-1 thought it would just sort of show me how to do things-Thiswasn't what she'd
planned at al. Shelooked at the blade in her hand and the blood on it with revulsion.

She wanted to drop it right there-But then, just before she did, another thought occurred to her.

| was going to ask Grandmother for aweapon, or ademon. Would this bandit be any less dead
if I'd hit him with alightning bolt, or let ademon eat him?What makesit any better if I kill himwith my
own hands, or do it from adistance?

It wasn't better, of course. And he hurt and killed my people. Maybe even somebody | knew.
She stecled hersdlf, steadied her hands, and forced hersdlf to clean the blade on histunic. He could have
chosen an honest living. He's helping keep Diernacaptive. He had achoice, he madeit. And I'm making
mine

She went back on hands and knees and eased through the brush toward the camp, making as
little sound as possible. Her hands were getting full of stickers, and her knees were bruised by rocks-but
it was no worse than some of the injuries sheld picked up berrying or training Verenna. So far.

So far, thanksto the sword, she'd been lucky.

Thanksto the sword. It still made her skin crawl to think how it would probably take her over
again. Shedidn't have achoice, not if she was going to rescue Dierna, but shedidn't likeit at al. It just
takes over with no warning. And what else doesthisthing do that | don't know about? What if it turnsme
into somekind of mongter?

But her grandmother trusted it.

There's no reason not to trust it, | guess, she thought, as a cramp seized her leg. She stopped and
eased her leg out sraight, waiting for amoment until it went away.

But | can't help but wonder how much Grandmother redlly knew about it. Maybeit hid things
from her, too.

A cheerful thought.

Just then she reached the edge of a drop-off, with a screening of brush at the edge. Bright yellow
firdight silhouetting the bushes warned her that the camp was just beyond them. She wormed her way
under the shdlter of one of the biggest (and prickliest) of them. It was not an easy job. Tiny twigs caught
in her hair and scratched her face; exposed roots caught on her belt and tunic-lacings and held her back.

Finaly she reached the edge. The branches of the bushes drooped here, down over the drop-off,
making akind of screen of leaves and twigs between her and thefire. Lifting one branch out of the way,
cautioudy, she peered down at the camp below, blinking againgt the sudden light.



Closest to her and about alength below her were ahaf-dozen men, roaring drunk, playing some
kind of game with dice or knucklebones. Two were sanding; the rest were Sitting or knedling in arough
circle, watching one of their number cast and cast again. They had tossed their armor asdein ahesp right
below her, up againgt the side of the low bluff she hid on. They werefilthy, unshaven, and dressed ina
motley collection of clothing, some of which had probably been very fine at onetime, dl of which was
now stained, tattered, and so dirty she wouldn't have used it to clean the stable floor.

Beyond them was another collection of smilar scum sprawled at fireside, sharing the contents of
awineskin, and squabbling over ahegp of oot from the Keep. Then came the fire-badly built, part of it
smoking, part roaring and beyond the fire-Dierna.

Her bright scarlet dress made a brilliant splash of color that attracted Kero's eyesimmediately.
Shelay hdf on her side, her pretty face afrozen mask of fear, tumbled at the feet of atadl, thinmanin
long red robes, the skirt of his robes split fore and aft for riding. He sat on aboulder, sharpening aknife,
paying no attention to the antics of hismen. Nor, strangely enough, to Dierna, although her legswere
exposed to the thigh by the way her dress had torn and fallen open when she'd collgpsed (or been flung)
at hisfest.

He reached down, as Dierna shrank away from him, and grabbed alock of her long, unbound
dark hair. He yanked her back toward him with it tangled crudly in hisfingers-Kero watched her clench
her teeth and wince-and cut the lock off with asingle stroke of hisknife.

Kero bit her lip with sudden speculation. That wasn't what sheld expected him to do.

As shewatched, he rose, kicking Diernaout of the way impatiently, and took the lock of hair to
aflat rock just ingde thering of fire Maybe one of these bastards will go for his back, she thought
hopefuly. Having agirl within reach must be driving them mad. If one of them tries something, makesa
movefor her, that's sureto start afight. Either the one holding her will react, or one of the others-either
way, once afight starts, it's bound to spread. If that happens maybe | can get in there and get her out
whilethefighting'sgoing on.

But the banditsignored the robed man; ignored Deirna, which was even odder. Even if this
strange man-Mage... Thishasto be the mage. Even if this strange mage had given ordersleaving Dierna
aone, scum like thiswould not have been able to ignore her. They'd have been watching her waiting for
the mage's back to be turned, hoping for a chance at her. But she might aswell not have been there.
They weren't ignoring her-they acted asif they didn't see her.

Kero turned her startled attention back to the flat rock-he had some kind of parapherndiaout on
it, asif it were an dtar. He set the lock on abrazier in the middle of the rock, picked up something Kero
couldn't make out, and began making gestures over the burning hair.

| don't likethis. | don't likethisat all.

A moment later the hair on the back of her neck wasrising, asacircular boundary around the
rock began to glow, asif he had piled up acircle of dark red. The strange light pulsed at firg, then settled
down into a steady, sullen glow. There was one smdl gap in the circle, and the mage put hisinstrument
down as soon as the glow of the boundary settled, and strode through. He returned to his boulder, his
steps hurried and betraying a certain impatience; he shot out his hand and pulled Diemato her feet by her
bound wrists. She made a sound that carried above the rest of the noise of the camp-and not one of the
bandits |ooked up.



| likethisevenless.

The mage dragged the young girl ssumbling aong behind him, then pushed her through the gap in
the boundary.

He cleared the flat rock of encumbrances with asingle sweep of hisfree hand, then kicked her
feet out from under her and forced her down beside it. He waved his hand again, and the gap in the
boundary closed asfire burned from each end of the arc and met in the middle.

Then he pulled aknife from the deeve of hisrobe, seized Diernas head by the hair, and before
Kero could take a breath, dashed Dierna's cheek from eyeto chin.

For one moment, Kero was parayzed, with hersalf and the sword warring to take over her body
and act. And in that moment of indecision, someone-or something-else acted.

Outsidethe circle of firelight, awild clamor went up. It was a heartbest later that Kero
recognized the sounds for the voices of half adozen horses screaming with fear.

The thunder of hooveswas al the warning the bandits got before an entire herd of them, blind
with panic, ssampeded through the camp. Then the campfire went up in ashower of colored ball-lightning
and huge sparks and explosionsjust asthey hammered past, and they panicked further, scattering in dl
directions.

And asif that wasn't chaos enough, one of the revelersfell into the fire with a bubbling shriek of
pain, clutching histhroat. And the bandits panicked as badly asthe horses.

That'san arrow! Kero redlized, in the heartbeat before her attention was caught again by Dierna
and the mage that held her. There's someone e se out there-someone with agrievance and abow.

But she had no chance to think about it, becalise the mage caught her attention again.
Something-a cloud of smoke, or blood-colored mist-rose up out of the stone.

It was the height of aman, and as broad astwo men, and it waslit fitfully from within, likethe
clouds on asummer night flickering with heat lightning. The mage stepped back, rleasing the girl; it
gathered itsdlf, coiling and rearing up exactly like a snake about to strike. Then it lunged forward and
fastened itself on the blood dripping cut on Diernas cheek. Dierna screamed-high, shrill, the way arabbit
screamswhen it isabout to die.

Kero couldn't move; now she was as paralyzed with fear as Dierna. But she didn't need to, for
the moment she stopped fighting it, the sword took over.

It flung her out of the bushes, rolling down the bluff in a controlled tumble that somehow brought
her up onto her feet just as she reached the bottom. The firewas still exploding, though fitfully; ahandful
of horseswere dtill trampling anything in their way asthey circled wildly through the camp, and therewas
more than enough confusion for her to get hafway across the campsite before anyone even noticed her.

And even then, the bandits had troubles of their own, for that unknown dly out in the dark was
letting fly with arrow after carefully placed arrow, picking off raiderswith impressive regularity. There
were at |east three down on the ground that weren't moving, and two more clutching their sides and
screaming. One of the bandits saw her, and charged right at her-And stopped dead, as Kero raised her
own sword againgt him, without pausing in her headlong charge.



Whatever he saw turned his face as pae as milk; he turned, and ran outinto the darkness.

That happened twice more as she half ran, half stumbled across the bandit camp, dodging
fear-maddened horses and the fires set by the explosionsin the campfire.

A few unfortunates managed to get in Kero'sway. The sword did not grant them a second
chance. By now Kero wasn't even trying to fight the sword; she was still wild with fear, but therewasa
kind of heady exhilaration about this, too; she hardly noticed the men getting in her way except astargets
to be dedt with, asimpersond as Dent's set of pellsinthe armory.

She dodged around the now-blazing campfire, vaulted abody, cut down afool who tried to bar
her way with nothing but a short-bladed knife, taking him out with one of those unstoppabl e two-handed
strokes-and found hersdlf jerking abruptly to ahalt at the edge of the glowing circle.

She couldn't get acrossit. Therewasared, physical barrier demarcated by that scarlet line. The
thin band of crimson might aswell have been awall of iron.

Shelooked up-and saw the thing till fastened on Dierna’s cheek, the light within it growing
stronger and more regular, pulsing like aheartbeat. And beyond it the mage smiled thinly at her, and
gestured, making athrowing motion.

Y dlow-green light in the shape of adagger left his hands; shetried to duck, but the sword
wouldn't release her. So she braced hersdf ingtinctively, and cold fear froze her from head to toe.

But nothing happened. The dagger of light vanished asit came within an arm'slength of her.

She blinked, trying to comprehend what had just happened.
Hethrew amagic thing at me. It never touched me. And he expected it to kill me-The mage
stared in utter disbelief, and backed up a haf-dozen steps. That was enough for the sword.

Kero backed up a step under itsdirection, and it dashed down acrossthe circle of light, asif it
were carving adoorway. A portion of the crimson barrier blacked out immediately.

The blade sent Kero legping across that blacked-out section like amaiden legping the Solstice
fires

Her jJump ended two pacesin front of the flat rock, Dierna, and the thing fastened leech like to
Diernas cheek. Diernawas no longer screaming; she was sprawled across the rock, moaning weskly, as
if this creature was stedling al her strength. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed utterly unaware of
Kero's presence.

The sword dashed down again, but it was not aimed at the leech-thing. For one horrible moment,
Kero thought it wastrying to kill Dierna-but the hilt twisted in her hands and cut between the girl and the
leech-cloud, shaving so close to Diernds face that the blade flicked away a couple of drops of blood
from her wounded cheek.

The mage shouted, something incomprehensble, but angry. The cloud reared back as Dierna
cameto life and rolled weekly off the rock and out of itsway, the strange thing looking more like aleech
than ever. Beforeit could lunge at her and refasten itsalf to her cheek, Kero had leapt up onto the rock,
positioning hersalf between it and the girl. She dashed at it, cutting nothing, but forcing it to retreat. It



glowed an angry sanguine, and seethed a her, the roiling movements within it somehow conveying acold
and deadly rage.

Behind it, the mage chanted furioudly, in some language Kero didn't recognize. She somehow
knew that the sword did, though; for the first time she felt something from it-astrange, dow anger, hot as
aforge, and heavy asiron.

Her left hand dropped from the hilt and reached for her dagger at her belt, and threw it.

The mage held up his hand, and the dagger hit his pam and bounced, dlattering harmlesdy to the
ground. Kero wanted to run, but the sword wouldn't |t her.

She could only stand there, an easy target. The mage sneered, and raised his hands. They glowed
for amoment, asickly red, then the glow brightened and a spark arced between them. He brought them
together over his head, and pointed-and sent abolt of red lightning, not at her, but into the leech-cloud.

It writhed, but she somehow had thefedling it was not in pain. Then it solidified further-and
doubled in Szein aheartbeat, looming up over her.

The blade's anger rose to consume her, and she shifted her grip from the hilt to the sword-blade
itsdlf. She baanced her sword for amoment that way, asif it was, impaossibly, nothing more than agiant
throwing knife. It didn't seem to weigh any more than her dagger had a that moment.

Her arm came back, and she threw it, like aspear. It flashed across the space between herself
and the mage, arrow-straight and point-first. And as the mage stared in surprise, it thudded homein his
belly, penetrating hafway to the quillons.

He gave astrangled cry, staggered forward two steps, and fell, driving it the rest of the way
through his body. The leech-cloud screamed, somehow inside her mind aswell aswith a
real voice; it seemed to split her skull as completely as any ax-blade.

Kero dropped to her knees and covered her ears the scream driving al thoughts except the pain
of her head from her mind. But she couldn't look away from the thing, her eyes held by the mesmerizing,
pulsating lightswithin it. Thelight flickered franticdly, wildly; the cloud stretched and thinned, reaching
upward, and rose to aheight of three men. Then it exploded, vanishing, with aroar that dwarfed the
explosonseatlier.

Kero blinked dazzled eyes, shaken and numbed, and dowly took her hands away from her ears.
Therewas only silence, the crackling of thefire, and the far-off drum of hoofbests.

Sheroseto her feet, shaking so hard she had trouble standing, her knees wobbly. Dear gods,
what happened? | can't havekilled that thing, can 1? She waited for what seemed like hdf the night, but
nothing more happened.

Findly she pulled hersaf together, gathered what was left of her wits, and staggered over to
Dierna

Thegirl lay quietly beside the rock, eyes wide and staring, face as white as cream. She blinked,
but that was the only movement she made; for amoment Kero was afraid that she might have gone mad;
or worse-not that she would have blamed her.



But when the older girl cameinto thefailing light from thefire, there was sensein her eyes, and
shetook the hand that Kero offered in both her bound ones, and dlowed Kero to pull her into asitting

position.
"K-K-Kerowyn?' the girl stuttered weskly after along moment of silence. "Isit r-r-r-redlly you?'

"I think s0," Kero replied unsteadily, putting one hand to her temple as she looked vaguely
around for something to free the girl'swrists. Although the mage's dagger lay nearby, she somehow
couldn't bear to touch it. Instead, she retrieved her own knife and used it to cut through the rawhide of
Dierna's bonds.

Once her hands were freed, Dierna clapped her deeveto her still-bleeding cheek, and began to
cry. Kero couldn't tell if she wasweeping out of pain, fear, or for her marred cheek. Probably al three.

She started to look for something to use for abandage, but when she turned around, an old
woman in aworn leather tunic and armor that fit her aswell asthe bandits had fitted poorly appeared out
of nowhere between her and thefire.

Kero shrieked, and stumbled back, and turned to run-and shrieked again when she came
face-to-face-literdly with the biggest wolf shedd ever seenin her life,

Its eyes glowed at her with reflection from the fire, as she groped frantically after weapons she no
longer hdd.

"Stop that, you littleidiot,” the old woman said in agrating voice from directly behind her. "Were
friends. Obvioudy."

That voice-She spun around again, just in time to watch the old woman stalk past her toward the
body of the mage, the wolf eying both of them with every evidence of intdligent interest. The woman
surveyed the body for amoment, then leaned over and wrenched her grandmother's sword out of the
mage's corpse with asingle, efficient jerk. Before Kero could say or do anything, the woman handed it to
her, hilt firgt.

Shetook it, stunned, unable to do anything but takeit.

"Clean that," the old woman growled, afrown harsh enough to have frosted glass on her beaky
face. "Dammit girl, you know better than that! Don't ever throw your only weapon away! Just because
you were lucky once-ah, I'm wasting my time. Take that ninny of asister-in-law of yours, and get back
home"

And with that, the woman turned on her hedl and stalked off to the nearest body, wrenching an
arrow out of its back. Kero stood staring dumbly as the wolf jumped down off the rock and joined her.

It was only then that Kero noticed that they were the only creaturesliving or moving in thewhole
camp. And no few of those bodies were dashed across throat or belly. Her work, or that of the sword-in
theend, it redly didn't matter.

She couldn't help hersdlf; it was dl too much. Her guts rebelled, and this time there was nothing
to stop them from having their way. She stumbled toward the rock and leaned againgt it, heaving
wretchedly.



She expected Diernato be having her own set of hysterics, but after the first few heaves, asshe
dropped her grandmother's sword from her nervelessfingers, the girl helped steady her while shelost
dinner, lunch, and breakfast-and then even the memory of food. Finally, when her guts quieted down for
lack of anything elseto bring up, Diernawiped her sweaty forehead with a dust covered velvet deeve,
and helped her to St down on the erstwhile dtar.

She looked around for the sword; it was just out of reach. Diernafollowed her gaze, and patted
her awkwardly on the shoulder.

"I'll getit," shesad, in avoice hoarse with screaming and crying. 'Y ou've done everything else
tonight. Never mind that horrid old woman.”

Horrid old-now | remember where | heard that voice before. The old woman. That wasthe
same voice | heard on the road, the old woman that stopped me on the way to the Tower. While Dierna
picked the sword up with a clumsiness caused mainly by the fact that she wastrying not to touch it, and
was doing her best to keep it at arm's length away from her, Kero looked around for the old woman.
She was gone. So wasthe wolf. And dl the usable arrows.

"Here," Diernasaid, thrusting the sword hilt at Kero.

She stared at the girl without taking it; that awful, bonedeep gash was hedling right before her
eyes, faster than Kero had ever seen anything hedl before. By the time she had shaken off her surpriseto
take the blade out of Diernas reluctant grasp, the wound had sealed shut and was dready fading from a
thin pink lineto practically nothing, leaving not even ascar.

It Heals? Dearest Agnira, it Hedls, too? After turning meinto a berserk killer?
And what wasthat old woman doing here, anyway?

The sound of dancing hoofbests made her turn, to see one more surprisein anight full of
near-miracles.

The enormous wolf had returned. In its mouth were the reins of two horses, Kero's, and one she
recognized as coming from the Keep stables. Kero's Verennawas swesting with fear, and trembling so
hard that she was plainly too frightened to try and escape, but the other beast was so tired it was paying
no atention to its unusud "groom.” The wolf led the horsesright up to her, and snorted, which made
Verennagrunt and shy. Kero grabbed the ends of the reins dangling from its mouth, and the wolf let go
immediately. Verenna jerked her head and tried to bolt, but Kero held her, dropping the sword into the
dirt asecond time, asthe mare rolled her eyes with terror and danced. Finally Kero had to grab her
nostrils and pinch them shut, cutting off her air, before sheld calm down.

She glanced around guiltily as she retrieved the sword a second time, but the old woman was il
nowherein sght. She had the fedling that sheld get ared tonguelashing if she didn't clean the blade off
after dl this. And somehow she didn't want that formidable old harridan to unleash thefull force of her
scorn.

So how am | going to keep the horses from running off while | clean the damn thing? Shelooked
around for something suitable, and finally wound up improvising hobblesfor both horses before tethering
them to abush.

She could only hope that would hold; if they bolted, she didn't think the wolf waslikely to bring



them back asecond time.

By now the sword was encrusted with dirt; Kero had to cut a piece from the bottom of her tunic
and use what was | eft in astray wineskin to get it clean enough to sheath. Thefire was dying down by the
time she finished, and she sheathed the blade at her belt and looked for Dierna, again expecting her to be
collapsed somewhere, as helpless and incoherent as her two cousins.

Instead, she saw the girl sorting through a pile of the loot that was part of one of the bandits dice
winnings, turning things over with astick, and tossing selected items onto atattered cloak she had spread
out toonesde.

"Diernal" she shouted, and winced when the girl jumped, overbaanced, and fdll. Sheleft the
horses and walked wesarily to give the girl ahand up.

"Sorry. But what in the name of the six hellsare you doing?'
The girl'sface took on astubborn expression. "Looking for my wedding presents,” she said.

"Yourewhat?" Kero wasn't sure whether to scream, laugh or cry. Sheld been kidnapped, her
friends and new relations had been daughtered, shed very nearly gone down the gullet of some kind of
mongter. Shelivesthrough dl this, and she'slooking for afew pdtry cups?

"I'm looking for my wedding presents,” the girl repeated. " They're mine, they were given to me,
and I'm n-n-n-not going to let these-b-b-beasts have them!”

Her eyes grew moist, and threatened to spill over, and Kero sensed that she would have
hystericsif shewere prevented from completing her search.

"l saw mogt of them,” she sighed. " Some of these bastards were dicing for them. Here, let me
help you-by theway, Lordan'sdl right, or at least he will be by the time we get back. My grandmother,
the Sorceress Kethryveris, said s0."

"Did she?" the girl replied vaguely, fishing asilver plate out of apile of trash. "That's good; I'm
glad we're going to be able to have the wedding after dl. Lordan'savery nice boy."

Kero very nearly choked. That's good? She's happy about the wedding? When my father and
brother-For one moment Kethry had to hold very ill, counting dowly, to avoid losing her temper and
killing the girl shed cometo rescue.

Stop. Don't kill her. She doesn't redlize how she sounds. And don't tell her what you think of her,
it isn't going to do any good to shout at the girl. Lordan's the next thing to a stranger, she hasn't known
him very long-what, aweek or s0? And if she didn't marry him, they'd have found another husband for
her within acouple of months. Probably not as good-looking or personable, certainly not as young, but
equally a stranger-Dear Goddess, that could have been me.

No wonder she wants her wedding presents more; they're al shereally has. The only things she
realy owns. She doesn't even own herself.

Kero found the last of the set of silver wine cups they werelooking for, dented, but till
recognizable, and threw it onto the blanket. Diernalooked up then, and the threatened tears did start to
fal, as sheran to Kero and threw her arms around her neck. Kerowyn held her awkwardly, as she



sobbed into the older girl's shoulder.

"K-Kerowyn, | thought they were going to k-kill me!" Diernacried. "I thought no onewas going
to comeintime! Y-you were w-w-wonderful-" Shewent onin that vein for quite awhile. Poor baby.

Poor baby. Kerowyn just patted her gingerly on the back until the flood subsided, then coaxed
her to the side of the spare horse and secured the blanket full of loot to the back of the saddle. The horse
was sotired it didn't even object to the noisy bundle.

"Wheré'sthe knee-rest?' Diernaasked, trying to find the kind of accoutrements she was used to
onasaddle.

"Thereisn't one," Kero replied, hauling hersdf up onto Verennas
back.

"You'regoing to havetoridelikeme."

"Like-but-" Diernapaled, then her lower lip started to quiver. "But--~but-1 can't! It isn't-my
dress-it's not womanly "

Kero closed her eyes, and begged Agnirafor patience.

"Your dressisruined,” she pointed out. "Besides, no one expectsto see you dive, Dierna.
Nobody is going to notice that you're riding astride. Now just dit your dress and let's get out of here
before one of those bastards comes back."

And when Dierna hesitated, with thelittle knife Kero had handed her dangling loosdly from her
fingers, Kero added, "That leech-thing might not be dead, you know."

The girl squesaked; dit the skirt of her dress so that she could swing her leg over the saddle and
get her foot into the gtirrup, and mounted with al the haste Kero could have wanted.

Blessed Agnira, spare me from "womanly,” if thisiswhat it is, she thought, making the words an
unconscious prayer as shetook thereins of Diernashorseto lead it behind her own. Just-spare me.

Five

"So what do you think of the girl now?" Warrl asked conversationally, as Tarma sorted through
the scattered piles of the bandits belongings.

"I'm pretty impressed,” the Shin'‘din admitted, as she squatted on her hedls, emptying out a
belt-pouch, and separating copper from silver. Not that there was much of the former, and of the latter
there was even less, but Tarmawas athrifty soul, and young Lordan was going to need dl the help he
could get. He was going to have to pay for enough mercenariesto keep his neighbors from getting ideas
about annexing his property to theirs. That took ready cash, and silver and copper spent asreadily as

gold.

"I think | have afair notion how much of what went on was the damn sword's doing, and how
much wasthe girl's," she continued, pouring the coppersinto alarge leather pouch that had been a
wineskin afew moments ago. " She's got afew brains besdesthe guts.”



"Unlike acertain barbarian nomad | once knew." Warrl chortled.

Tarmasmply ignored him, and moved on to a pile of looted wedding giftsthe girls had
overlooked. Of course, it had been under one of the men Tarmahad shot, which might be why they'd
overlooked it.... She shook her head over a blood-soaked silk cloak.

Too bad. That's one wedding present ruined past anyone using it. Shetossed it onto thefire.

"I never claimed to have much in the way of brainswhen | was younger. Now-well, I'd rather do
things with aminimum of effort, and that takes planning. That was good work with the horses, Furface.

"Thank you. And you displayed your customary efficiency with the sentries” Warrl nosed
something out of the dirt, and batted a shiny little gold pendant toward his mind-mate with his paw. She
snatched it up adroitly and dropped it into the appropriate pouch.

"Y ou must be planning something rude; you're complimenting me," she teased him, stripping the
body at her feet of everything useful, and tossing variousitems on the gppropriate piles.

"I'll tell you though, I had a bad moment back there, when the mage started that blood-rite. |
thought that stupid sword would take the girl over and turn her into anice juicy target before we had a
chanceto gtart distracting them.”

"You didn't think it knew what we were doing?' Warrl dragged a set of saddlebags over to the
fire so that Tarma could rummage through them, beside her, head cocked to one side, watching her work
with absent curiosity.

"I've never known what that sword noticed or didn't notice," the Shin'din admitted. "I know the
damn thing's amazing when it wantsto be-but | don't think even Keth has ever figured it out, and she's
Adept-class. All we know for sureisthat it Hedls, it gives amage fighting mastery, and afighter immunity
from magic. And it won't work against awoman."

"And that women in trouble call it theway luresbring in hawks."

"Too true," Tarmasighed, thinking of al the times exactly that had happened. And al the trouble
the sword had gotten them into as a consequence. Not to mention al the paying jobs it had cost them.

"What did you do with the rest of the nags, anyway?'

"Herded into ablind canyon. They won't be going anywhere. | assumed you'd want them." Warrl
sounded more than usualy smug, and with good reason. By the time Tarmafinished collecting everything
salvageabl e, there was going to be enough herefor at least three pack animals and the horses themselves
would be worth something, ill-used, scrubby beasts though they were. Most of the horses the bandits
rode in on hadn't been stolen from the Keep.

"They'll be worth moreif Lordan offers them as bonuses to any man who sgnswith him than if he
slIsthem,” Warrl pointed out, following her train of thought with his customary ease. "It isn't often a
common mere gets achance at even a scrubby nag like one of thislot."

"Good point; I'll make sure he redlizesthat.” She straightened, and surveyed the remains of the
camp.



"| think I've gotten everything worth getting. The vultures are welcome to what's left.”

"No self-respecting vulture would touch one of thesefools." Warrl sniffed disdainfully. " Stupidity
might be catching."

Tarmasnorted in agreement as shetied up abundle of assorted siver plate.
"They redly weren't terribly bright, werethey?'

"Doesn't that strike you as odd?”

Tarma paused with her hands on the last knot.

"Now that you mention it,” she said dowly, "it does. Y ou might think these fools had never
worked together before.

"Hired separatdy?’ Warrl licked hislips. "Then thrown together-that would account for some of
thelaxness, thelack of coordination. They did act asif each man wasfollowing his own set of orders,
and to the nether hellswith whatever anyone else was doing. And once back at camp, the only thing they
did asagroup wasto set sentries.”

"Exactly." Tarmasat back on her heds, and stared at the dying fire without redlly seeingit.

"Now why would someone want to throw agroup of scum together that they know isgoing to
fal gpart the moment thejob isover?' Warrl began pacing back and forth, head swinging from sdeto
sdealittle. "One would assume that whoever hired them-wanted them caught?'

"Good notion. Let'sthink about this-if everything had gone wrong for these fool's, what would
have happened to them?' Tarma stood up, and joined Warrl in his pacing.

"If they had not been able to take the girl, Rathgar would have been faulted for not protecting
her. And | would guess that in any case the mage was ordered to dispose of Rathgar, no matter what the
cost. They certainly had the men to assurethat.” Warrl paused in his pacing, and looked up &t her.
"Which would leave the estate in the hands of the boy."

"Who could be gotten rid of as soon asthe bride had produced an heir, or even before. " Tarma
scratched an old scar on the back of her hand.

"All right-if it had gone hdf right, and they'd killed Rathgar, but |eft aforce of able-bodied men
behind to follow, it would have taken awhile to get that force organized. And even if someone had come
pounding after them, they'd have had time to get rid of the girl, which would give the family an excuse for
blood-feud.

"If you assumethe girl isexpendable,” Warrl sounded sour.

Tarmafet just as sour; the Shin'ain lived and died for their Clans, and the ideathat aman could
betray his own blood for the sake of gain curdled her ssomach. Not that she hadn't encountered this
before-but it curdled her somach every time.

"I think sheis, given who's probably behind the attack in thefirst place. Keth dready had thisone
figured. Theuncle. Baron Reichert.”



"It fitshisgtyle”

"Aye, that. Hed put up his own daughter as an expendable, let done amereniece.” She
frowned. "Let's get the horses. | think that once we're in place, we'd better make the Keep alot more
secure than Rathgar had it, or the brideislikely to be awidow before the year's out. Assuming she lives
that long."

The sun was gpproaching zenith by the time Tarma coaxed the weary, footsore horses through
the gates of walls about the Keep-lands-and by the tingle on her skin as she passed under the portcullis
of the Keep itsdlf, Kethry had aready put amage-barrier about the place.

The Keegp was more than afortified manor; it was asmal walled town, with asmall pasture-or
large paddock within thewalls for keeping horses. The quarried stone walls were "manned” by an odd
assortment of women, old men, and boys, but Tarma nodded with approva as she gavethem a
surreptitious ingpection while she dismounted and tended to the horse-herd. They were dert, they were
armed with the kind of wegpons they were most familiar with, and they looked determined.

The boys had dings and bows; the old men, spears and crossbows; the women, knives, scythes,
and threshing flails. By their weathered complexions and sturdy builds, those women and boys had been
gleaned from the farms around the Keep, and Tarmaknew her farmers. Every mercenary did. They
could be frightened off, but if they decided to make a stand, they weren't worth moving against. Farmers
like these had taken out plenty of men with those " peasant wegpons.”

Evidently she was expected; the farmers around the Keep knew her, in any event, from the old
days when the Keep had been a school that she'd shared with Keth.

Those farmers had long memories, and severa recognized her on sight. She even knew one or
two, once she got within the walls and close enough to make out faces.

One of those was awoman just above the gate, who waved, then turned her attention back to
the road, shading her eyeswith her hand while she fanned hersalf with her hat. Leaning on the wall beside
her was awicked, long-bladed scythe, newly-sharpened by the gleam of it, and having seen her at
harvest time with that particular insrument, Tarmawould not have wanted to rouse her ire.

No one came down to help her, which spokewell for discipline, and that Keth had evidently
impressed the seriousness of the Stuation on them.

| might be old, Tarmathought with a certain dry amusement as she dismounted, but the day a
Shinain needs help with aherd of exhausted horsesisthe day they're putting her on her pyre.

Her warmare followed her to the entrance, with the three pack horsestrailing along behind.
Warrl held the rest of the horses penned in the farthest corner of the court while she pulled packs and
tack off her four. When packs and saddle were piled beside the door, she and Hellshane drove the three
tired nags before her, shuffling through the dust, to join the rest. Warrl kept them dl in place smply with
his presence, and Hellsbane kept them calm, while she opened both stable doors.

She whistled, and through the open door watched Warrl climb lazily to hisfeet, then bark once,
as Hellsbane played herd-mare. That was all the poor beasts needed; they shied away from him, and
broke into atired trot, shambling past her and out into the pasture. She dammed the stable door after
them, and walked as wearily as they had back into the stone-paved, sunlit court.



Thekyreewaswaiting for her, looking asif he wasfeding every year of hisage.
"Arewefinished yet?' Warrl asked hopefully, histongue lalling out.

"You are," shereplied, stretching, and fedling old injuries ache when she moved. "1'd better see
what Keth'sup to.”

"If you don't mind, I'll go get something to eat, and then deep for awhile.” Warrl headed off in
the direction of the kitchen-garden. "I think that under-cook still remembers me.”

"l wish | could do the same," she sighed to hersalf. Oh, well. No rest for thewicked .. .... She
caught up the pouches of jewelry and money on her way past the pile of packs. | don't think anyone out
here is other than honest, but why take chances? The Keep door was hafway gar; she pushed it open
entirely, and walked in unannounced.

The outer hall was cool, and very dark to her tired eyes after the brightness of the courtyard.
That didn't matter; this place had been her home for years; she knew every sonein the wallsand crack
inthefloors. Aslong as Rathgar didn't ingtall any statuesin the middie of the path, | ought to be ableto
find my way to the Great Hdll blindfolded, she thought, and I'll bet that'swhere Kethiis.

Shewasright.

The Great Hall was nearly as bright as the courtyard outside; it was three storiestal, and thetop
story was one narrow window after another. Not such asecurity risk asit looked; it was rimmed with a
wa kway-ba cony that could be used as an archers gdlery intimes of Sege-and the exterior wallswere
sheer stone. Kethry wasin the middle of the Great Hall, supervising half adozen helpers with her usua
brisk efficiency, robeskilted up above her knees, hair tied back under a scarf. She'd set the entire Gresat
Hall up asakind of infirmary, and she had no lack of patients. Even Tarmawas a bit taken aback by the
sheer number of wounded; it looked suspicioudy asif the raiders specific orders had been to cause as
much havoc and injury as possible in the shortest period of time.

Which may be the case, she reflected soberly, as she threaded her way through the maze of
pallets spread out on the stone floor. The more Rathgar's dlies suffered, the better off Reichert would be.
They'd be unable to support the boy, and very probably unwilling aswell.

Kethry was knedling at the Sde of a man who was conscious and talking to her. Shelooked up
from her current patient at just that moment, and her weary smiletold Tarmaal she needed to know
about the mage's night. Long, exhausting, but with the only reward that counted-the casudties had been
light at worst. Tarmanodded, and as Keth continued her current task of changing the dressing on abadly
gashed leg, she dowed her stepsto time her arrival with the completion of that task.

"Lookslike you've spent anight, sheenedra, " the Shin'ain said quietly, as Kethry stood up.

"How's the boy?

"Hell live," she said, tucking astrand of hair under her scarf. "In fact, | think hell be up and
around before too long. | held him stable from a distance as soon as Kero told me what had happened,
and | managed to get the one Healing spell What's-her-name taught me to work for achange.”

Tarmashook her head, and grimaced. "I never could understand it. Adept-class mage, and half



thetimeyou can't Hed acut finger.”

"Power has nothing to do withiit,” Kethry retorted, "and it's damned
frudrating.”

"Well, if you ask me, | think your success at Hedling has as much to do with how desperate you
areto make it work asanything," the fighter replied, shifting her weight from one foot to the other and
flexing her aching arches. Every timeyou've realy needed it to work, it has. It'sonly failed you when you
weretrying it for something trivid."

"Huh. That might just be-well, the boy isfine, and as grateful as anyone could want, bless his
heart. The girl, on the other hand-" Kethry rolled her eyes expressively. "Dear gods and Powers-you've
never heard such weeping and higtrionicsin your life. Kero came dragging them both in about dawn, and
Her Highness wasfine until one of her idiot cousins spotted her and set up a caterwauling. Then-you'd
have thought that every wound in the place had been to her fair, white body."

"About what | figured,” the Shin'din said laconicaly. "Did you truss her up, or what?"

"l sent her up to the bower with therest of her hysterical relatives,” Keth told her, the mage's
mouth set in athin line of distaste. "And | sent Kero to bed, once sheld looked in on her brother. She's
made of good stuff, that girl.”

"She should be," Tarmareplied, pleased that Kero hadn't fallen apart once sheld reached safety.
"But it doesn't necessarily follow. Well, I'm for bed. And see that you fdl into one sometime soon."

"Soon, hell," the mage snorted. "'I'm going now. There's nothing to be done at this point that can't
be handled by someone else. Therere half a dozen helpers, fresher and just as skilled.”

Tarmaclutched the tunic above her heart. "Blessed Star-Eyed! Y ou're delegating! | never
thought I'd seethe day!"

Kethry mimed ablow &t her, and the fighter ducked.
"Watch yoursdf, or I'll turn you into afrog.”

"Oh, would you?' Tarma said hopefully. "Frogs don't get dragged out of their bedsto go rescue
supid wenchesin the middle of the night.”

Kethry just threw her hands up in disgust, and turned to find one of her "helpers.”

Thetalow should be ready about now, Kero thought, setting her mortar and pestle asde long
enough to check thelittle pot of fat heating over awater-bath. The still room was dark, cool, and
redolent with the odors of ahundred different herbs, and of al the "womanly" placesin the Keep, it was
by far Kerowyn'sfavorite. Diernawas still having vapors every time she set foot outs de the bower-now
converted from armory back to women's quarters by Dierna's agitated orders-so Grandmother K ethry
had entrusted the making of medicinesto Kero's hands.

It keeps me busy, shethought, alittle ruefully. And at least it's useful-busy. Not like Dierna's
damned embroidery.



Some of the recipes Kethry had dictated from memory, and they were things Kerowyn had
never heard of; she was completely fascinated, and retreat to the still room was not the boring task it
usudly was.

Retreat to the fill room wasjust that, too-retreet.

Dierndsrelatives, the female onesin particular, were treating her very strangely. Part of thetime
they acted asif she was some creeture as dien and frightening as Tarmas giant wolf. Therest of thetime
they acted asif she was a source of prime amusement. They spoke to her aslittle as possible, but she
was certain that they made up wild stories about her once they were on the other side of the bower
doors.

They certainly don't seem to spend any time doing anything e se, she thought sourly, as she
carefully removed the pot of melted fat from the heat, and sifted powdered herbsintoit. They're
amazingly good &t finding other places to be whenever there'sreal work to be done.

She besat the herbsinto the fat with brisk strokes of the spatula, taking some of her anger at the
women out on the pot of salve. Shewas very tired of the odd, sideways |ooks she was getting-tired
enough that she had continued to wear Lordan's castoffs, rather than "proper, womanly” garb, out of
sheer perversity.

I'm cleaning, and lifting, and tending the wounded-when I'm not out drilling the boysin bow or in
the still room she thought stubbornly. Breeches are alot more practical than skirts. Why shouldn't | wear
them? Grandmother and that Shin'ain woman do-She had to smile at that. And they areoneand al so
frightened of Grandmother and her friend that if either one of them even looks cross, they practicaly faint.

The salve smelled wonderful, and that alone was afar cry from the medicines she used to make
here. She sghed, and stirred alittle dower, feding melancholy descend on her. Life was not the same; it
didn't look asif it would ever be the same again.

Itisn't just them, it's everything. It seemsasif no one treats me the same anymore. Not the
servants, not Wendar, not even Lordan. Why has everything changed? It doesn't make any sense. |
haven't changed. Of course, Father-The thought of Rathgar made her fed guilty. She knew she should be
mourning him-Dierna certainly was. The girl had ransacked Lenore's wardrobe for mourning clothes, and
had them made over to fit hersaf and her women. Sheld carried on at the funeral as though Rathgar had
been her father instead of Kero's.

She carried on enough for both me and Lordan, Kero recdled sardonicaly. Maybeit'sjust thet |
redlly never saw that much of him when Mother was dive, and when she was gone, hereally never had
much to say to me except to criticize. Really, | might just as well have been fostered out, for dl that | saw
of him. I knew Dent and Wendar better than | knew him! She sghed again. | must be acold bitchiif |
can't even mourn my own father.

She heard footsteps on the stone floor outside just then, and the door creaked open.

"So hereés where you've been hiding yoursdlf," said aharsh voice behind her. "Warrior bless It's
likeacavein here! What are you doing, turning yourself into abat?'

"It hasto be dark," Kero explained without turning, wondering what had brought the formidable
old fighter here. "A lot of herbslose potency inthelight.”



"I'll take your word for it."" The Shin'ain edged carefully into the narrow confines of the till room
and positioned hersdlf out of Kero'sway.

"My people don't store agreat deal, and that little only for aseason or two at most. Don't tell me
youlikeitin here

Sometimes," Kero told her. "It's better than-" she bit her tongue to keep from finishing that
sentence.

"It's better than out there, with the hens and chicks clucking disapprova at you," the Shin'din
finished for her. "I know what you mean. The only reason they keep their tongues off meis because
they're pretty sure I'll dice those wagging tonguesin hdf if | find out about it." She chuckled, and Kero
turned to look at the old woman-in surprise.

"We never have been properly introduced. I'm Tarma-Tarmashena Tale'sedrin, to be precise
Shin'ain from the Hawk Clan. I've been your grandmother's partner for an age, and I'm half of the reason
your father disapproved of her."

"You are?' Kero sad, fascinated by the hawk-faced woman's outspoken manner. "But-why?*

"Because he was dead certain that she and | were shield mates-that's lovers, dear. He was dead
wrong, but you could never have convinced him of that. " Tarmahardly moved, but there was suddenly a
tiny, thin-bladed knife in one hand. She began cleaning her nailswith it. "The other half of the reason he
disapproved of her was because he was afraid of both of us. We didn't know our place, and we could
do just about any damned thing aman could do. But that'sa cold trail, and not worth following.”

"Are you the reason we could get Shin'ain horsesto breed?' Kero asked, suddenly putting
severa odd facts together.

Tarmachuckled. "Damn, you're quick. Dead in the black, jel'enedra. Listen, I'm sorry | was o
hard on you, back on the road the other night. | wastesting you, sort of."

"I'd-figured that out,” Kero replied. The knife caught the light and flashed; it looked sharp enough
to wound the wind.

The Shin'din nodded, a satisfied little smile a the corners of her mouth. "Good. | was hoping you
might. | want you to know | think you did pretty well out there. About the only time you started to dither
was after everything was over and done with. Y ou know, you're wasted on dl this."

"All what?' Kero asked, bewildered by the sudden changein topic.

"All this" The Shin'din waved her knife vagudly, taking in the four walls of the still room and
beyond. Kero hid her confusion by turning her attention to the salve, watching her own handsintently.

"Thislife," Tarma continued. "It's not enough of achallenge for you. Y ou're cgpable of alot more
than you'l find here. My people say. 'Y ou can put a hawk in asongbird's cage, but it's till ahawk.'
Think about it. | have to go beat some of those hired guardsinto shape, but I'll be around if you need me.
" And with that, she backed out of Kero's sight, and vanished. One moment she was there, the next,
gone; leaving only the door to the still room swinging to mark her passing.



"All right, you meatheeds, let's see alittle lifein those blows!" Ten men and women-those
currently off-duty placed their blows on the ten sets of pellsasif their lives depended onit.

Of course, their lives do depend on it.

Tarmaroamed up and down the line of hired guards, scowling, but inwardly she was very
pleased. Thesewere dl reliable, solid fighters, with good references, very much as she and Keth had
been early in their careers. The only difference was that these fighters were well into their careers.
Ordinarily they had nowhere to go now but down.

Because she'd been able to offer a packhorse apiece with half pay in advance, she'd gotten the
cream of the available mercenary crop. None of them were going to be the kind of fighter that legends
were made of, but for Lordan's purposes they were far better. Most of them werein their middle years,
looking for a post where they could settle down, perhaps even think about a spouse and children.

That'swhy they weren't with amercenary company. Going out and fighting every year wasajob
for the young. And fools, she thought, which these gentlemen and ladies are not.

"Put someback intoit! " she shouted again, feding a sense of dgavu. How many times had she
shouted those same words, in this same courtyard? Only then, it was into young ears, not seasoned ones.
Thesefolks are well aware of the absol ute necessity for practice, every day, rain, snow or scorching
heet. Thirty seasoned fighters. That would be enough to give even Baron Reichert second thoughts. And
onevery specid recruit.. ..

Middle-aged asthe others, without asingle thing to differentiate her from the rest. Even her color
and stature golden skin, and very tall for awoman-were not particularly outstanding among mercenaries.

Hired swords came from every corner of the known world, and some places outside it; Beaker
had been odder 1ooking than this woman. She acted no differently than any of the others, not looking for
gpecid status, nor making hersalf conspicuous. Tarmadrilled thisrecruit asremorselessy astherest, and
paid her no more attention, and no less.

Lyla Stormcloud was from the far south and west; past even the Dhorisha Plains. She was half
Shin‘ain, with the gold complexion of her father and the black eyes and wandering foot of her mother, a
Full Bard who had double the norma wanderlust of that roaming profession.

Life with anomadic Clan had suited her perfectly, and Ta€sedrin, made up asit was of orphans
and adoptees, made her welcome there as she might not have been in a pure Clan. How they'd gloried in
having aFull Bard with them.

A Full Bard with another profession aswell, the one she had trained in as a child-the skills and
training of Assassin. which she passed in turn to her daughter.

It'sagood thing the Clans didn't know that until long after she'd been accepted on the basis of
her Taent and current profession. And it's adamned good thing for her that she admitted it before
someone ferreted the information out on hisown. But I'm glad it happened, especialy now. Try and get
an assassin past another assassin.

Tarmafurrowed her brow in thought, watching Lylaat her sword-work. Blessngson the



Warrior, for sending her mother to Tae'sedrin, and adouble blessing that Lylawas willing to pack up
and move on my say-s0.

Lordan wasin danger aslong as Baron Reichert thought him vulnerable. If Tarmaand her partner
could stay here-well, nothing and no one was going to get past them. Now that Keth was no longer
bound by the promises she/d made Rathgar, she could put mage-protections up that would stop any
magical attack on her grandson short of an Adept-spell. And if Tarma could possibly have moved in here
permanently. But she couldn't, and knew it. There were other considerations, not the least of which was
that she wasn't as young as she used to be. And guarding atarget from NSwas ayoung person's
job.

That had been when sheld thought of Lyla. After that, it had been amatter of Sending a
mage-borne message via K eth to the shaman of Tae'sedrin-who just happened to be K ethry's son,
Jadrek. And then, when Lylahad agreed to come, some mysterious transaction involving the Ta€edras
of the Pelagiris Forest had been negotiated via Jadrek to get her here. I'm till not sure how she got here
asfast as she did. Those Hawkbrothers-they've got to have secrets of magic even Kethry and the other
Adepts don't know.

Probably only the Clan shamans have any ideawhat they can do. And they aren't telling, either.

Even Lyladidn't remember how sheld gotten here; shetold Tarmathat Jadrek had taken her to
the forest edge-and the next thing she knew, she was walking through the open mouth of a cave near the
Tower.

Just aswell; let them keep their secrets. | don't think | want to know them.

Lordan was now as safe as Tarmaknew how to make him. Certainly safer than money could
buy.... Lylawas a pleasure to watch; wasting no effort, and certainly almost as good as Tarmain her
prime. Better than Tarmawas now. Not through fault of training or will, just old bones and stiff, scarred
muscles, dower reactions and senses that were no longer as keen-So the world belongs to the young. At
least there are youngsters I'm glad to see haveit. Like young Kero.

She hoped sheld said theright things, neither too much, nor too little. Too much, and she might
frighten the bird back to its nest. Too little, and she wouldn't redlize there was a great big world out here,
and awhole sky in which to use her wings.

If I'm any judge, she's got the reactions and the ingtincts; dl she needsisthe skill and the strength,
and shelll put Lylain the shade. She hasit in her. She hasthe brains and the guts, too, which means even
more-she can be more than even an exceptional mere with those. But if | push, shell rebe, or shell be
frightened off.

"Good!" she said doud, and the sweaty fighterslowered their weapons with varying expressons
of gratitude.

"All right, ladies and gentlemen-off to the baths. On the quickstep-march! "

| never thought I'd find myself here, Kero thought for the hundredth time, watching the rest of the
wedding guests over the rim of her goblet. Shetried not to fidget; tried not to fed asif shewasbeing
smothered under al the layers of her holiday dress. | should be back in the kitchen.



But she didn't need to bein the kitchen, not anymore.

Grandmother Kethry had seen to that. There was a proper housekeeper now-which wasjust as
well, snce Diernawas not up to handling the kitchen staff and serversthe way Kero had. She was good
at knowing what ordersto give the housekeeper; what servants were best where, which was something
Kero had never been able to figure out. She wasamarve at loom and needle, and Lordan was shortly
going to find himsdlf in possession of athriving woolen-cloth tradeif Diernahad anything to say about it.
Shewasfair usdessin the till room but-But the housekeeper can do that, too.

This housekeeper was an impoverished gentlewoman, found by Kethry by means of one of her
many (and mysterious) contacts. Kero had avague ideathat there was areaive involved in someway.

Anuncle? An aunt? Someone connected with some kind of mage schoal, | think.

There was something about the way she'd been dispossessed, too. Something unjust, that Kethry
wouldn't go into when Diernawas around. Could it possibly be something involving Diernas uncle, the
Baron? Well, no matter what the cause, here she was, and grateful for the post. Being neither noble nor
servant, she was perfect for the pogtion, which wasn't quite "family,” and wasn't exactly "underling.”
Perfect, as Kero had not been; she knew that now. Too close to the servants for them to "respect” her
properly; that was what Dierna's mother had said.

Sheld said alot more, when she thought Kero couldn't hear. Kero glanced at thelady in
guestion, Stting on the other sde of the bride and groom, and lording it over her haf of thetable. I'm glad
for Lordan's sake she won't be here much longer. I might murder her and disgrace him.

Thank the gods for grandmother and Tarma, she thought, as Lordan and hisbride shared a
goblet of wine, and made big eyes at each other. They were like whirlwinds, magic whirlwinds. They
blew in, they created order, and they're about to blow out again before anyone has a chance to resent
them. Even Dierna.

To her credit, though, the bride showed no signs of resenting Kethry's"interference,” despite the
complaints of her own mother. She/d had more than enough on her hands, even with the aid of the
housekeeper. Dierna had taken over nursing Lordan as soon as Kethry had pronounced him fit for
company, and hedd quite fdleninlove with hisintended.

They're besotted, she thought resignedly. | supposeit'sjust aswell.

She looked down over the Great Hall, at al the other guests, like abed of multicolored flowersin
their finery, and many of them just about asimmobile. Fully haf of them couldn't sand, and dl of them
wore some token of mourning, but that didn't seem to be putting any kind of apal on the celebrations.
Wendar saw to it that the wine kept flowing, and the cel ebrants were chattering so loudly that it was
impossible to hear the mingirels at the end of the hal. All enmities seemed to have been forgotten, at least
for now.

But she kept catching strange glances cast her way. It was beginning to make her want to squirm
with discomfort, but she kept her seat and her dignity.

I'm aheroine. And I'm an embarrassment. That just about summed it al up. Shelooked down
into her wine, and felt the dl-too-familiar melancholy settle over her. She didn't fit in. She didn't belong.
Even her own brother looked at her asif she had suddenly become a stranger. | rescued Dierna. Which



makes me aheroine. Just onelittle problem-I'm Lordan's sister.

Sheld dready heard some of Lordan's peers teasing him about his"older brother Kero." It made
him uncomfortable, for al that he was deeply, truly grateful, for dl that hed offered her anything she
wanted, right down to haf thelands. And it shamed him. He should have been the oneto rescue his
bride. Wasn't that the way it went in the tales? Not hissibling. Not hissister.

She could talk until she was bluein the face about how it had been Kethry's sword that had done
everything. None of that mattered-because she had gone out on The Ride in thefirst place, without the
help of the sword. That's what they were cdling it now, "The Ride." There were even rumors of asong.

Diernadid not want her in the bower. Not that Kero wanted to be in the bower. She most
assuredly did not fit in there. But she keepslooking at me asif shethinks I'm-what wasit that Tarma
said, the other day? Sheichorne. Like I'm going to suddenly start courting her. Like | make her skin
crawl.

Kero gulped down haf thewinein her goblet, and a page immediately reached over her shoulder
and poured her more. Therich fruity scent rose to her nostrils, and tempted her not at al. | wish | dared
get drunk.

The hired guards didn't want her in the barracks. It was not that it was"unwomanly"” for her to be
there by their sandards. They had enough women with them aready.

It wasthat she didn't fit there because of her status. She was noble, and she was family, and she
didn't belong with the hirelings. And her old friends among the servants kept treating her like somekind
of demi-deity.

| don't fit here anymore, she thought, a notion that had begun to makeits own little rut through
her mind, sheld repeated it so often. | just don't fit here. If | stay here much longer, | think | may go mad.
It feelslike I'm being smothered. Tarmawas right. Y ou can put a hawk in abirdcage, like a songbird, but
it'still ahawk.

She caught amovement down at the second table, and saw her grandmother and her friend
easing out of their seats. It didn't look like atrip to the necessary; it seemed more find. Somehow she
knew where they were going.

Back to the Tower. They weren't needed here anymore, either-so they were making agraceful,
unobtrusive exit. | wish | could do the same-That waswhen it hit her. Why can't | do the same? Why
can't | just go? She sat up straighter, feding her cheeks warming with excitement.

| have to return Grandmother's sword anyway-so why don't | follow after them? Maybe they'll
be willing to teach me things. Didn't Tarmasay they used to have a school ?

The more she thought about it, the better the idea sounded. And the more intolerable and
confining the idea of remaining here became. Findly she excused herself from the table-her seatmate
didn't even notice-and dipped out of the Great Hall and into the corridor beyond.

Once there, she hiked her encumbering skirts above her knees, and ran for her room. There
were no servantsin the hal to see her, and although she split one deeve of the gown, she no longer
cared. Let Diernagiveit to one of her maids. | certainly won't wear it again.



She dipped out of it as soon as she reached her room, tossed it in aheap in the corner, and
dragged her saddlebags out from under the bed. She rummaged through chests and wardrobe in afrenzy,
discarding most of what she encountered without a second thought, casting what she'd decided to keep
on the bed.

It was amazing how little she owned that she wanted to keep. Her armor, Lordan's outgrown
castoffs, afew persond treasures and the jewery and books Lenore had left her .. . it dl fit into two
saddlebags with room to spare. She started to take alast ook around her room-and realized that it held
nothing of her or for her anymore.

So sheturned her back on it, and strode out, chain mail jingling with a cheer she began to fed
hersdf.

Out in the stable, even the grooms were absent, enjoying their own version of the wedding feast.
All the better; that made it possible for her to saddle up Verennaand ride out without anyone noticing.

The mare came to her whistle and stood quietly while she saddled and bridied her. She felt
Verennds tense eagerness as she mounted, as if the mare was as ready to be free of the place as Kero
was. Shetouched her hed lightly to the mare'sflank; Verennalesgpt forward. They trotted across the
courtyard, cantered to the gates. She was at afull gallop asthey passed the gates in the outer wall. Kero
laughed asthey burst out into the sunshine, wind whipping her hair, Verenna striding effortlesdy under
her. Nothing was going to stand in her way now!

But she pulled Verenna up abruptly at the sight of the two mounted figureswaiting for her at the
crossroads. With dread, she approached them at awalk. What if they tell me to go back? What if they
don't want me? What if-

"What kept you?' asked Tarma.
Six
Thiswas not precisaly what Kerowyn had pictured when she'd asked for teaching.

"Chopping wood | can understand,” Kero said dowly, hefting the unfamiliar weight of theax in
her right hand.

She eyed her appointed target, an odd setup of two logs braced againgt the tree, and shifted her
hand abit farther down on the haft. It wasn't avery big ax, and she had the sinking fedling that it was
going to take along time to chop her way through the pile of log sections stacked up at the edge of the
clearing. Sheld dready put adent in the pile over the past few days, using alarger ax in aconventiona
manner, but thistool baffled her. It wasn't much heavier than the hand axes some of Rathgar's men had
fought with.

"I've been cutting wood for you since | got here, and | can seethat you still need firewood. But
why brace the logs so that I'm cutting at that angle?"

Warrl-Tarma's enormous wolf-creature-snorted, flopped himself down in a patch of sun, and laid
his ears back in patent disgust. His kind were called kyree, so Tarmahad told her-and she needed no
testimony asto hisintelligence; shed seen that herself with her own eyes.

She'd gotten used to his presence over the past weeks, and now she could read his expressions



with more ease than she could read Tarmas. It would appear that she was being particularly dense,
though for thelife of her she couldn't figure out what she was missing.

Tarmachuckled evilly, and leaned against the woodpile.

If Kero had tried that, she'd probably have knocked haf thelogs down. The pile didn't shift a
thumb'slength.

"But what if you've got it wrong?" the Shin'ain asked conversationdly.

"What if we don't need you to chop firewood?'

"What?' Kero replied cleverly. Sheblinked, and did afast revision of her assumptions.
"Y ou mean you hest that great sone hulk with magic? But | thought you said-"

"That it takes more effort to do something magicaly than it doesto just do it, yes,” Tarmareplied,
amaddening little smile on her face.

"No, we don't heat it with magic, yes, we use wood, and we still don't need you to chop it. We
hireit done. A couple of nice farmer lads with muscleslike oxen. So why would | be having you chop
wood, and why would | be giving you different sizes of axesto do it with? And now why would | start
asking you to work at odd angles?!

Kero blinked again, and the answer cameto her in aburst of memory-recollections of Lordan
working out againg the pdlls.

"Because you want me to strengthen my arms and shoulders” she said immediately. "All over,
and not just aparticular set of muscles.”

"And because while you're doing so, you might aswell be useful. Besides, if | make you redly
chop up wood, you won't hold back. Against the pellsyou might. Against me, you aready do.”

Thistime Tarmalaughed outright, but Kero couldn't resent it; somehow Kero knew the Shin'din
wasn't laughing at her expense. It was more asif Tarmawas sharing asardonic littlejoke.

"Out on the plains we were set to working bellows at the forge, toting water for the entire camp,
or any one of ahundred other things. Be grateful it's wood-chopping I've got you doing. Ax calluses
you're getting now are going to be in about the same places that you'd want sword-caluses. " Kero
sghed and took her first, methodical blow. Now that she knew why she was engaging in thisexercisein
frudtration, it wasn't quite so frustrating. And, she vowed slently, I'm going to be alot more careful in
placing my hits. | just might impress her.

She certainly wasn't impressing her grandmother.

Kethry had tested her in any number of ways, from placing acandlein front of her and telling her
to light it by thinking of fire, to placing various smal objectsin front of her and asking her to identify
which of them were enchanted. Sheld evidently failed dismdly, since Kethry had given up after three days
and told her she'd be better off in the hands of the Shin'din.

But she won't take that sword back, Kero thought in puzzlement, swinging theax in an



underhand arc, repesating the motion over and over, switching from right to left and back again under
Tarmaswatchful eye. It's hers, but shewon't take it back. | don't understand-it's obvioudy magical, and
no onein her right mind would give something like that away-but she keeps saying that it spoke for me)
andit'smine.

So, marvelous. It spoke for me. Now what am | supposed to do with it?

"Fagter,” Tarmasaid. Kero sped up her blows, trying to keep each onefalling in exactly the same
place; right on top of and within the narrow bite sheld incised on the sides of thelogs. Those logswere
strapped tightly to either Sde of what had once been atree. When it had been dive, it had somehow
managed to root itsdlf in the exact middle of this clearing and had taken advantage of the full sun to grow
far taller than any of the trees around it. Perhaps that had been a mistake. From the look of the top of the
stump, some two men's height above her head, it had been lightning-struck. That top was splintered ina
way that didn't look to be the hand of man.

Maybe Grandmother got in atemper oneday .. .

Thiswas not where Tarma schooled her new pupil and practiced her own sword-work; thiswas
just what it seemed, akind of primitive back court to the Tower, with alarge outdoor hearth for cooking
whole deer on one side, the pile of firewood ready to be chopped on the other, and in the center, the old,
dead tree with iron bands around it. A big old, dead tree. Kero could circle what was left of the trunk
with her aams-barely.

"That's not too bad,” Tarma observed. She pushed herself off the woodpile, and gestured to
Kero to stop, then strolled over to the two logs and began examining the cuts closdly. Kero wiped sweat
from her forehead with her deeve, and shook her armsto keep them loose.

"That's not too bad a al. And considering what alate start you got-can you finish those in double
time?'

She gave Kero the kind of look Dent used to-the kind that said, be careful what you say, youll
haveto liveuptoit. Kero licked salty moisture from her upper lip and considered the twin logs. They
were chopped alittle more than halfway through. The target she'd been creating was just above theiron
bands holding them tight to the tree trunk.

So when | get toward the end, they'll probably break the rest of the way under their own weight.
She squinted up at the sun; broken light coming down through the thick foliage made it hard to tell exactly
where the sun was. It was close to noon, though, that was for certain.

Her stomach growled, asif to remind her that she had gotten up a dawn, and breskfast had been
along timeago.

The sooner | get these chopped, the sooner | can have something to eat. Some bread and
cheese; maybe sausage.

Cider. Fruit-and I know she magicsthat up; pears and grapes and just-ripe apples all served up
together are not naturd at any time of year.

"I think | can,” shesaid, carefully. "I'll try."

Tarma stepped back, and nodded. Kero set to, driving herself with the reminder of how good



that lunch was going to taste. Especialy the cider. At double time she was getting winded very quickly;
therewas a dtitch in her side, and she couldn't keep hersdf from panting, which only parched her mouth
and throat. Her eyes blurred with fatigue, and stung from the swesat and damp hair that kept getting in the
way. Findly, though, she heard the sound sheld been waiting for; the crack of wood, first on one side of
the trunk, then on the other. As she got in onelast blow, then lowered her arms and backed off from the
tree, the two half-logs bent out from the center trunk, then with a second crack, broke free and fell to the
ground.

Kero rather wanted to fall to the ground herself. She certainly wanted to drop the ax, which now
fet asif it weighed as much asthe tree trunk. But she didn't; she'd learned that lesson early on, when
she'd dropped a practice sword at the end of about. Tarmahad picked it up, and given her alook of
sheer and pain-filled disgust.

Sheld never felt so utterly worthlessin her life, but worse wasto come.

Tarmahad carefully, patiently, and in the tone and s mple words one would use with a
five-year-old, explained why one never treats aweapon that way, even when oneistired, even when the
wegpon isjust pot meta and fit only to practice with.

Then, asif that wasn't humiliation enough, she put the blade avay and made Kero chop wood
and haul water for the next three days straight, instead of chopping and hauling in the morning, and
practicing in the afternoon.

So she hung onto the little hand-ax until Tarmatook it away from her.

"All right, youngling," she said in that gravelly voice, asKero raised ahand a theend of anarm
that felt like the wood she'd just been chopping.

"Let's get back to the Tower and a hot bath and some food. Y ou've earned it." Then she grinned.
"And after lunch, amild little workout, hmm?'

Kero finished getting her arm up to her forehead, and mopped her brow and the back of her
neck with a deeve that was dready sopping wet.

"Lady," she croaked, "Every time you set mea'mild little workout', | wind up flat on my back
before sundown too tired to move. Y ou're a hard taskmaster.”

Tarmaonly chuckled.

Lunchinthe Tower was as "civilized" as even Kero's mother could have wished. The three of
them sat around a square wooden table in one of the upper balconies, sun streaming down on them, a
fresh breeze drying Kero's hair. Despite the fact that she had braided it tightly, bits of it were escaping
from her braids and the breeze tugged at them like akitten with string. She kept trying to get it back
under control, but it persisted in escaping, and finally shejust gave up and let it fly. There was no one
here to care how respectable or not-she looked.

She felt much the better for her hot bath, though her muscles il ached in unaccustomed places
from that little exercise this morning. Furthermore, she knew very wdll that she was going to hurt even
more tonight. But it wasasmdll priceto pay for freedom.

Freedom from the bower, from boredom, from pretending | was something | wasn't. That



thought led inevitably to another. So what am | now?What am | supposed to be doing with myself? And
one more- Why wasn't | content with being someone's lady?

Like Dierna. An uneasy set of thoughts-and uncomfortable thoughts. But problems that, for the
moment, she could do nothing about. She forced her attention back to more immediate concerns.

Likelunch.

| don't know where Grandmother gets her provisions, but Wendar would kill to find out. On a
platter in the center of the table were cheese, sausage, and bread. Smplefare, certainly not the kind of
things one would expect a powerful mage to savor-but they were the best Kero had ever tasted. It
wasn't just hunger adding flavor, ether; even after one was pleasantly full, thefood a Kethry'stable
tasted

extraordinary.

Beside the platter was a second, holding fruit; not only apples, pears and grapes, but cherries as
wall.

Definitely not naturdl Those are fresh apples, pear season isover, grapes areripe, but cherries
won't be for another moon, and apples don't ripen until fall.

But the sun felt wonderful, the apple sheld just cut into quarters was pleasantly tart, and Kero
didn't much want to think about anything for awhile.

I'm going to enjoy this, however it came about. Father was wrong about Grandmother, and he
was probably just aswrong about magesin generd.

"Think you're ready for some family history?* Kethry said, casting along look at her from across
the old table, as Kero reached for a piece of sausage.

"I think | have afair number of surprisesfor you. For one thing, you have some
rather-unusua-cousins. Quite alot of them, infact.”

Kero frozein mid-reach.

The sorceress sat back in her cushioned chair, tucked flyaway hair behind one ear and smiled at
her expression. In her russet gown of soft linen shelooked nothing at al like afeared and legendary
mage. She looked like the matriarch of anoblefamily.

And | must look like a stranded fish, Kero thought, trying to get her mouth to close.

"Don't look so stricken, child,” Tarmasaid, and reached across the table, picked up the sausage,
and dropped it into her hand.

"Theres no outlawry on the family name. It'sjust-wdl, you have alot more relaives than you
know about. Those coudins, for instance.”

"l do?' She gathered her scattered wits, and took a deep breath, only then becoming aware that
shewas dill clutching the sausage. She put it down carefully on her plate.

"I mean-you said something about daughters and granddaughters earlier, but Mother never said



anything. | didn't know what to think. How many? Did Mother have asister or-"

"Y our mother had six brothers and ssters, youngling,” Tarmainterrupted, grinning from ear to ear
at the dumbstruck look on her pupil's face. She played with one end of her own iron-gray braid as she
spoke. Thetall of hair was asthick asKero'swrist, and as gray asthe coat of Tarmas mare.

"Y our grandmother and | are Goddess-sworn sisters, and | know 1've explained that to you
dready. " When Kero finally nodded, she continued. "Well, what | didn't tell you wasthat before | met
her, my Clan waswiped out by the same bandits she'd contracted to stop.”

"It was one of my first jobs asa Journeyman,” Kethry put in, after Tarma paused for amoment,
garing off a along cloud abovethe trees.

"They had taken over awhole town and were terrorizing the inhabitants. Tarmafollowed them
there, and | managed to intercept her before she managed to get hersdlf killed.”

"Huh. Y ou wouldn't have done much better one, Greeneyes," Tarmareplied sardonicaly,
coming back to the conversation.

"Wdll. We decided to team up. It worked, and we actualy managed to take out the bandits and
survive the experience. That was when we figured we'd make pretty good partners.”

"Then things got alittle complicated,” Kethry chuckled, popping agrapeinto her mouth.

"A little complicated?' Tarmaraised both eyebrows, then shrugged. "I suppose-in the same way
that stedling awar steed can get the Clans alittle annoyed. Anyway, the main thing isthat we got back to
the Plains, she got adopted into the Shin'ain, and she vowed to the elders that she'd build anew Clan for
me. Eventualy she met and wedded your grandfather Jadrek, and damn if she didn't just about manage
to repopulate Taesedrin dl on her own!™

Kethry chuckled, and actualy blushed.
"Jadrek had alittle to do with that," she pointed out, raising an eloquent finger at her partner.

"Well, true enough, and good blood he put in, too." Tarma stretched, tossed the braid back over
her shoulders, and clasped both gnarled hands around her knee. "That's another story. We three raised
seven children, al told. When the core group claimed the herds, we added adoptees from other Clans,
orphans and younglings who had some problems and wanted afresh

gart. Tdesedrinisafull Clan; smaler than it was before the massacre, but growing. Kind of
funny how many young suitors we got drooling around the core, and the core blood, but then, to us, a
blondisexatic.”

"But-I don't understand-" Kero protested. "If my unclesand auntsare dl Shin'din, why aren't I?
How did | end up hereinstead of there?'

"Good question,” Tarma acknowledged.

"The way these things work isthat even though Keth vowed her children to the Clan, what she
vowed was that they'd have the right to become Clan, not that they had to. It's the younglings who decide
for themselves where they want to go. We don't make anyone do anything they aren't suited for-the
Plains are too harsh and unforgiving for anyone who doesn't love them to survive there. So-when weve



got acase like Keth's, vowed younglings of adopted blood, the children spend haf their time with the
Clansuntil they're Sixteen, then they choose whether they want to become Shin'dinin full, or go off on
their own. Five of those aunts and uncles of yours chose Shin'ain ways and the Talesedrin banner when
they came of age to make the choice.”

"Mother didn't. And?' Kero asked curiously. Why would anyone choose to stay here? The
Keep may be the most boring backwater in the world.

"| was getting to that." Tarma gave her one of those looks. "Of the two that didn't go with the
Clans, one picked up where his mother left off, and took over the White Winds sorcery school shed
founded and set up at the Keegp-just moved it off onto property he'd swindl-ahem. ™

She cast asdeways glance at Kethry, who only seemed amused to Kero.

"Excuse me. Earned. That's your uncle Jendar. It's not that he didn't like Clan life, it'sthat he's
Adept-potential, and all that mage-talent would be wasted Out there. There's another son, and he's
mage-gifted asWdll. That's your uncle Jadrek, only he's a Shin'ain shaman. But your mother Lenore was
last-born, your grandfather died when she was very smdl and we had some problems with the school
that kept us busy. Maybe too busy. She-well-" Tarma coughed, and looked embarrassed. "L et's say she
was different. Scared to death of horses, and had fits over the Clan style of living, so we stopped even
sending her out to the Plains. Bookish, like Jadrek, but no logic, no discipline, no gift of scholarship. No
real interest in anything but ballads and tales and romances. No abilities besdes the ones appropriateto a
finelady. No mage-tdent.”

"In short, she was our disgppointment, poor thing," Kethry sighed, and twined acurl of slver hair
around her fingers. " She spent dl her time a the neighboring family's place, and dl sheredlly wanted to
be was somebody's bride, the same daydream as dl the girls she knew. | scanddized her; Tarmaterrified
her. Finally, | fostered her with the Lythands until she was sixteen, then brought her back here. She came
back alady-and suited to nothing else. ™

Kero thought about her mother for amoment, surprised that for the first time in months-years-the
thoughts didn't call up an ache of loss. Even when Lenore had been well, sheld been fragile, unsuited to
anything that took her outside the Keep walls, even pleasure-riding, and likely to pick up every little
illnessthat she came in contact with. No wonder she didn't like Tarmaor her Clan. Living in atent for
three moons every year must have been ahdl for her.

"So what were you going to do?"' she asked carefully. "Mother wasn't the kind of person you
could leave on her own. She was better with someone to take care of her."

Kethry smiled dightly, the lines around her eyes degpening.” A gentleway to put it, but accurate.
Frankly, | had no ideas beyond getting her married off. | wanted to find areally suitable husband for her,
one she could learn to love, but after one experience with suitors, | despaired of finding anyone that
would treat her so that sheéld survive the marital experience.” Her eyes hardened. "That suitor, by the by,
was Baron Reichert. Not the Baron then, just ayoungster hardly older than Lenore, but aready
experienced beyond hisyears. One might even say, jaded.”

"One might," Tarmaagreed. "'l prefer 'spoiled, debauched , and corrupt. He was never interested
in any thing other than the lands, and when he saw how delicate your mother was, he damn near danced
for joy. " She scowled, and Kero read agreat ded in that frown. "Need saw it, too; damn sword nearly
made Keth pull it on him and skewer him then and there. Firgt time that stupid thing's been totdly right in
along time, and us having to fight it to keep from being made into murderers. But given what's been going



on, maybe we should have taken the chance.”

Kethry sghed, and leaned forward alittle. "Well, wewerein apickle then. | knew Reichert
would keep coming back aslong as she was unwedded and Lenore was just silly enough that he might
be able to persuade her that he loved her. | wasat my wits end. | even consdered manufacturing a
quarrd and disinheriting her long enough for Reichert to lose interest. Then your father showed up,
escorting arich young mageling, and looking for work when his escort duties were done. Strong,
handsome, in an over-muscled way, full of stories about the strange places held been, and amazingly
patient in some circumstances. Persondly, | thought he was god-sent.”

"Thefathead," Tarma muttered under her breath.

Kero winced alittle; not because of what Tarmahad said, but because she couldn't bring herself
to disagree with it. She'd been here at the Tower for severa weeks, now, and with each day her former
life seemed alittle lessred, alittle farther distant. She supposed she should befeding grief for Rathgar,
but instead, whenever she tried to summon up the proper emotions, al she could recal were some of the
stupid things held done, and the unkind words he'd said so often to her.

I'm turning into some kind of inhuman monsgter, she thought with guilt. | can't even respect my
father's memory.

"He may have been afathead, shelenedra, but he was exactly what L enore needed and wanted.
A big, strong man to protect and cosset her.” Kethry looked up at the blindingly blue sky, and followed a
new cloud with her eyesfor amoment. "I offered to let him stay on for abit, and the moment Lenorelad
eyeson him | knew she was attracted to him. Give her credit for some sense, at least-Reichert terrified
her as much or more than you ever did. | wasjust afraid that he'd notice what he was doing, and manage
to convince her hewas harmless.”

"Tender little baby chicks know aweasd when they see one," Tarmaretorted, scratching the
bridge of her besklike nose with onefinger. "That's not sense, that'singtinct. Lady Bright, | supposel
should be glad her ingtincts were working, at least. One year in his custody, and you'd have been out a
daughter, and lands, and probably under siegein this Tower."

"Probably," Kethry agreed wearily. "Well, to continue the Sory, that young mage wasthe last
pupil we were going to take; we planned to retirewithin afew years. So | let Rathgar stick around-and |
told Lenore | wanted her to run alittle deception on him."

"That part | know about,” Kero exclaimed. "If you mean that she pretended to be the
housekeeper's daughter instead of yours, so he felt freeto court her."

Kethry nodded, and Kero flushed.
"When | waslittle, that seemed so romantic.”

Tarmasnorted. "Romantic! Dear Goddess-| supposed sheld think of it that way. We were both
afraid that if he knew she was Keth's daughter, he'd never even think about courting her. We just wanted
her under the protection of somebody who'd take care of her without exploiting her."

"It dl would have worked fine, except for Rathgar himsdlf," Kethry Osaid, shaking her head. "If
I'd had any idea how he felt about mages-wdl, shefdl very happily and romantically inlove with him, and
hewasjust dazzled by her, and it al looked asif things were going to work out wonderfully. He



proposed, she accepted, and | told him who sheredly was-"

"And theroof fdl in." Kero felt entirdly confident in making that statement. She knew her father,
and had a shrewd guess as to what his reaction to such arevelation would be. Outrage at the deception,
further outrage that this mage was his beloved's mother. Before long held have convinced himsdlf that
Kethry had some deegp-laid plot against him, and held have done his best to pry his poor innocent Lenore
out of her mother's"deadly" influence.

"l didn't seeit coming,” Kethry admitted. "I should have, and | didn't. And at that point, it was
too late. My daughter was deep in the throes of romantic love, and Rathgar was her perfect hero.
Anything Lenore heard from me on the subject threw her into hysterics. She was certain that | wanted to

part them."

"She thought he made the sun rise and set," Tarmasaid with utter disgust, her hawklike face
twisted into an expression of distaste. "It's a damned good thing he was an honest and unmalicious man,
because if he'd besten her and told her she deserved it, sheld have believed him.

How could any woman put herself in that kind of pogtion willingly?

"l suppose| should have expected it,” Kethry said gloomily. "I set thewhole messup in thefirst
place. Y ou know what your people say-"Be careful what you ask for, you may get it." For thefirst time
she had someone around who thought she was wonderful just as she was, helpless and weak, and wasn't
trying to force her to do something congtructive with her life. Of course she thought he hung the moon.”

Tarmathrew up her hands. "I gill don't understand it. Keth went ahead with the marriage,
because anything was safer than letting Reichert have another chance. Well, that was when Lenore
decided Keth and | were old fools and began listening only to Rathgar, and when he saw he had the
upper hand, he started making demands. Finally it came down to this. when Lordan was born, he made
Keth promise never to set foot on Keep property without an invitation.”

"Sothat'swhy-" Kero'svoicetrailed off. A great many things started making sense, now.

"| think hewas afraid I'd try and take her away from him," Kethry said, after along silencefilled
only with the sound of thewind in the leaves below them. "I redlly do think he didn't care as much about
the property as he did about my daughter. On the other hand, | know that he always resented that every
bit of his new-won wedth came from me. | think he kept expecting meto try and take over again, to
control him through elther the wedlth, Lenore, or you children.”

Probably. That was the one thing he hated more than anything else, being controlled by someone.
Maybe because he got abellyful of taking orders when he was younger, | don't know. | do know that
he'd never have believed Grandmother didn't have somekind of complicated plot going.

Tarmagot up, stretched, and perched hersdf on the stonerailing of the balcony.

"Widl, I'm not that generous, " she growled.

"The man was acommon mere; alittle better born than mogt, but not even closeto landed. And
that was what he wanted dl hislife-to win lands, and become gentry. That's what most mereswant, once

they lose their taste for fighting. Whether it'safarm they dream of, or aplace like the Keep, they al want
some kind of place they can clam astheir own, and that's the long and the short of it."



Kero shifted uneasily on her wooden bench, and put down the last of the sausage, uneaten. She
had the vague feding she ought to be defending Rathgar, but she couldn't. Both of them wereright. She
knew beyond a shadow of any doubt that Rathgar had adored her mother-but she also knew his
possessive obsession about hislands.

And she knew that there would be no way that Kethry could ever have convinced him that she
didn't care about the property so long as her daughter was happy. He smply could not have understood
an attitude like that. Kero had heard him holding forth far too many times on thefolly of some
acquaintance, or some underling, giving up property for the sake of achild. And hisreasoning, by his
own lights, was sound. After dl, if one gave up the property now, how could one provide for that same
child, or leave it the proper inheritance?

"Destroy abirthright for the sake of the moment?' she'd heard him say, once, when the Lythands
had settled a dispute with aneighbor by deeding the disputed land to a common relation. "Folly and
madness! Y our children won't thank you for it, when they've grown into sense! * And she was sure now
that this was the source of his deep-seated bitterness-that he owed everything, not only to hiswife's
mother, not only to awoman, but to amage.

And onewho had earned it dl honestly, hersalf.

That must have rankled the most. Mages were not to be trusted; mages could change redlity into
whatever suited them at the moment. Mages were the source of everything that waswrong with the
world.

"That's how and why your folk ended up with a breeding-herd of Shin'ain horses,” Tarmasaid,
gartling her out of deep thought.

"I don't know if you know how rareitisfor usto sal astud, but we let him have one-an
ungelded cull, but till, a stud. He wouldn't listen to Keth about the lands, he didn't have her resources,
and he didn't have her capital. He was operating on the edge of disaster, squeaking through season after
season, never making aprofit. We had done fine, but we'd had the Schools. Thisland istoo rocky to be
good farm land; the tenants barely managed to make ends meset. Finally | had the Clan bring in aherd of
the best cullsand sdll them to him a abargain price. He figured held outbargained the ignorant
barbarians. We didn't care; that got him something he could use to maintain the Keep and Lenore without
stripping the lands bare or abusing the tenants. Then, when you and your brother were of an ageto train
your own beadts, | arranged to have a couple of good young mares dipped into the next batch he bought.
" Shelifted her face to the sun and breeze, and Kero thought she looked very like awesthered, bronze
Satue.

Tough, yet somehow graceful.

"It wasn't dl that hard to do,” Kethry said wryly. "Redlly, it wasn't. After dl, we were making
trips back to the Clan every year to seetherest of my brood. It was more than worth the fussto get him
convinced you two should have them and then convince him it had been dl hisown idea. It was about my
only way of doing anything for you after | pulled back to the Tower and promised to leave you dl done."

"So what do you think of dl this?' Tarmaasked, findly turning those bright blue eyes back
toward Kero. "It isn't often a person gets an entire Clan asrelatives, and right out of nowhere, too."

"Am | ever going to get to meet them?' she asked impulsively.



"The others, my unclesand auntsand dl-" Tarmalaughed. "Oh, | imagine. Eventualy. But right
now you and | have a previous gppointment.”

Kero felt amoment of disappointment, then smiled. After dl, it wasn't asif everything had to
happen dl a once. Look how much has happened in just the past few weeksd! | think | can wait alittle

longer.

"Then wed better get to it before we both get iff," shereplied, and grinned. "Or before | get a
chance to think about what you're going to do to me at practicel”

The one thing Tarmawas an absol ute fanatic about was cleanliness. Sheinssted Kero take a
bath after morning work and afternoon training, both. There was no shortage of hot water at the Tower,
unlike the Keep-that was one magical extravagance Kethry was more than willing to indulge in. Once
Kero got over her initial surprise, she found that she liked theidea of twice-daily baths. Hot water did a
great ded to ease aching muscles, and the evening bath was a good place to think things over, with alight
dinner and good wine right beside the enormous tub. Kethry left her granddaughter alone after dinner,
saying when Kero asked her that "everyone needs alittle privacy. " Kero wasjust as glad. She tended to
fal adeep rather quickly after those long soaks, and she doubted shed be very good company for

anyone.

With unlimited hot water, she found she was following Tarmas example; drawing one bath to get
rid of the dirt and swest, then draining it and drawing a second of hotter, clean water to soak in.

The bathing chamber in her room was far nicer than the corresponding room at the Keep. It was
as big as her deegping chamber, eadly, and the tub could have held two comfortably. That tub looked as
if it had been hollowed out of a huge granite boulder, then polished to amirror-smooth finish. There were
convenient flattened places, just the right Size to rest aplate and a cup, a either end of it. Water, hot and
cold, came out of spoutsin thewall abovethe middle. Y ou smply pulled alittle lever, attached to
something like aduice-gate, and the water ran into the tub. The water itsalf came from agpring in the
mountain above. Kethry had shown her the cisterns at the top of the cliff the Tower had been built
into-telling her they were part of the origina building.

Theorigina building. And she doesn't know how old it is. That's-amazing. It made K ero wonder
who those builders were-and what they'd been like.

They certainly enjoyed their comforts, she mused idly, Spping her wine. Set into thewall of the
bathing chamber was an enormous window made of tiny, hand-szed, diamond-shaped panes of glass.
Glazing the windows had been K ethry's addition; the previous occupants had either seen no need for
glazed windows, or had been unable to produce them. Tonight Kero had noticed afull moon rising, and
once she'd drawn her second bath, she blew out the candlesto watch it and the stars. With dl the
incredible things those Builders were able to do, | can't imagine why they wouldn't have been ableto
makealittleglass.

| wonder if they were so powerful that they could actually keep the winter winds out of the
Tower by magic?

Moonlight filtered through the steam rising from her bath and touched the surface of the weter,
turning it into arippling mirror. She had to laugh &t her fancies, then, for the answer was obviousto
anyone but aromantic. Of course; glass breaks, and Grandmother said hersalf she had no idea how long
the place stood empty. There are more than enough crows and robber-rats around here to stedl every
last shard. Blessed Agnira, some of Mother's silliness must have rubbed off on me.



Shelaughed doud, and the water doshed at the sides of the tub as she reached for the carafe of
wine to pour herself asecond serving. That was when she noticed that she was nowhere near as sore and
stiff as she'd expected to be.

| must be getting use to this, she thought with surprise.

By the Trine-l was beginning to think I'd never stop aching! Funny, though-even when | was so
sore | wanted to die, | still was enjoying mysdif... This afternoon had been thefirgt time Tarmahad
actudly given her alesson in real sword work Admonishing her to "pretend I'm one of thoselogs,” the
Shin'ain had run her through some basic moves, then brought her up to speed on them. Before the
afternoon was over, she had been performing smple strike-guard-dtrike patterns againgt Tarmaaat full
force and full speed-and she thought her teacher seemed pleased. It had been even better than yesterday,
when Tarma started her on tracking.

Once Kero knew what to look for, it had been surprisingly easy to track the movements of a
deer, abadger, and Warrl himsdlf across a stretch of forest floor.

Of course, none of them had been trying to hide their trails. Kero had anotion that if Wartl
wanted to hide histraces, the only way anyone would be able to track him would be by magic.

Most satisfying about today's exercises had been that the skills sheld acquired had been dl her
own. The sword was hanging on the wall of her room, and Kero wasn't going to take it down until she
didn't need its uncanny expert assstance-at |least where fighting was concerned.

Isthat what | want to do? she asked herself suddenly.

Isthat what | want to learn? She pondered the question while the moon climbed higher in the
window, and the square of silver light crept off the water and onto the floor, leaving her end of the
bathing chamber in darkness.

| suppose it makes sense, she thought with a certain unease. After dl, it'saways been physica
thingsthat I've been best a. Riding, hunting, hawking-that knife fighting | pried out of Dent. The only
"proper” thing | was ever any good at was dancing.... The one thing she'd been able to surprise Tarma
with was her expertise with bow. And then she asked mewhy | hadn't taken abow with me when | went
after the bandits.

When | said that it just never occurred to me, | thought she was going to give up on me then and
there.

Kero sighed. It's so hard to have to think of people asyour enemies... a least sheisn't being as
nasty as Dent wasto Lordan.

Dent had been absolutely merciless on hisyoung pupil, never giving him second chances, cursing
and sometimes gtriking him with theflat of ablade, driving him to exhaustion and beyond. And yet once
practice was over, he was unfailingly courteous, akindly man, who'd praise Lordan to hisface for what
he'd done right, remind him of what he'd done wrong, and then go on to tell Rathgar of Lordan's progress
with exactly the same words, praise with the criticism.

He never treated me that way-but why doesit fed asif he wasn't doing me any favors by letting
me get off lightly? She closed her eyes and sank alittle lower into the hot water. Maybe-because half of



what Tarmasteaching meis undoing mistakes | learned to make? Well, at least | can see some progress.
| get alittle better each day, she shows me something new each day. And she's giving methe same kind
of talks afterward that Dent used to give Lordan.

That felt good; warm and satisfying. Therewereno "buts' attached to Tarmals compliments.
When she said that Kero was doing something well, she meant it, with no qudifications.

| just hope I'm not boring her too much. At least I'm patient. Lordan used to get so mad when he
couldn't do something right that he'd storm off the field and go duck his head in the horse trough. And she
can't say I'm not determined.

The moon findly rose to apoint where there was no light shining in the window at dl. The bathing
chamber was in complete darkness. And the wine was gone.

| guessit'stimefor bed, she decided. Before | fall adeep in the tub.

She found the plug at the bottom of the bathtub with her toes, took the bit of chain attached to it
between her big toe and the rest, and pulled. When Tarmahad shown her the drain at the bottom of the
tub, she'd been both amazed and amused-the tubs at home had to be bailed by hand, then tilted over on
their sdesto drain completely.

She couldn't imagine why no one had ever thought of something like this before.

She stood up, dowly; athick towel hung from arod at the sde of the tub; it gleamed softly in the
darkness, and she reached for it, then stepped out onto thetiled floor. That was the only thing wrong with
this chamber; the tile made the floor cold!

Cold enough that she dried hersaf off quickly, and hung the towel back where it belonged.
Tarmahad given her one of those looks when she'd thrown it on the floor, and Kero had managed to
deduce that there weren't many servantsin the Tower. Thereafter sheld put things away properly.

She pulled on the old shirt she used to deep in, and walked dowly and silently acrossthefloor to
her own room; Tarmawanted her to practice moving quietly whenever possible, so that doing so became
habit rather than something she had to think about. Kero had decided on her own that learning to move
quietly in the dark would be avery good idea, so she practiced alittle every night.

Once past the doorway, she turned to light the candle shed left on ashelf by the door. And when
she turned back with it in her hand, she thought she'd jumped into anightmare.

Teeth, that was dl she saw at first; huge white fangs, gleaming in the candldight. And eyesthe
sze of wanuts, shining with an evil, green glow dl their own.

Seven
She shrieked, jumped back into the wall behind her, and dropped the candle, dl at the same
time

The flame went out immediately, leaving her in the dark. Shefdt for thewall and edged dong it
toward the door, hoping to escape into the bathing chamber before whatever it was redlized she was
moving-and wondering what awful thing had happened that this thing had gotten past Tarmaand her
Grandmother.



"Children," snorted avoice from-somewhere. It seemed to come from everywhere a once. She
froze. "Child, I am not the Snow Demon. | don't eat babies. | just came here tonight to talk to you.” She
didn't move, and the voice took on atone of exasperation. "Will you please light that candle again and go
gt down?'

"W-who are you?' she sammered. "Where are you?"'

"Right here." Something cold and wet prodded her between her breasts, and she nearly
screamed again.

"It'sWarrl, you little ninny! Y ou see me every day!"

"Warrl?* She reached out-cautiousy-and encountered afurry head at about chest level. It
certainly felt like Wartl.

"And whileyou're at it, you can scratch my ears.”

It certainly sounded the way she'd imagined Warrl would talk. If Warrl could talk.

"How are you-" she began. Heinterrupted her.

"I'm Mindspegking you," he said, impatiently. "It's exactly what you could do if you wanted to,
and the other person had the Gift of Mindhearing." She felt abrief movement of air and heard the faintest
little ticking sound, a sound that might have been the clicking of claws on thefloor.

"Do light that candle and come to bed, therésagood child.”

She went to her knees and groped about on the floor until her left hand encountered the candle.
Oncelit, she stood up with it in her hand, and discovered that Warrl had resumed the position held been
inwhen shefirst entered the room. Sprawled on her bed, taking up fully half of it.

"Make yoursdlf comfortable," she said sarcagticaly, more than alittle nettled now that her heart
had started beating again.

"Thank you, | have" he replied with equd irony.

She crossed the floor and put the candle into the sconce in the headboard, refusing to ook at him
the entire time. Only when she had climbed up into bed, and settled herself cross-legged on the blanket,
did shefinaly meet hiseyes.

"Soif you could talk dl thistime, why haven't you?' she demanded.

"There wasn't any reason for you to know | could,” he replied camly. "Now thereis."

"And what, pray tell me, isthat reason?’

“You!”

"What did | do?' shewhispered, head ill ringing from his"shout.”



His ears came back up. "Every time you fed safe and begin to concentrate on some complicated
problem that involves your emotions, you do exactly what you just did. you think ‘out loud.' Very loud, |
might add, far louder than you know; | would imagine that one could hear you al the way to the next
Keep if one was so minded.”

"'l do?' She shook her head; it didn't seem possible.

"Youdo," heindggted. "Almost asloudly as| just shouted. And unlike my 'shout,’ which was
meant only for your mind, your thoughts are heard by anything receptive. Y ou are fortunate that your
grandmother is not Gifted with Mindspeaking, or your secret would be no such thing." Heflattened his
ears, and looked pained; his brow wrinkled in away that would have been funny under any other
circumstances.

"It isvery discommoding. And uncomfortable. | won't digpute your right to keeping your abilities
to yourself, since they don't involve magecraft, but | must insist that you get training. Quickly. Beforeyou
cause an unfortunate incident. | want to know why you have been conceding your Gift."

Kero bit back her first reply, which was that she hadn't. Her heart stopped again. She couldn't
pretend not to understand him; she had the fedling that if shetried to lie mind-to-mind sheld get caught.
And she knew very well what he was asking, her mother's books had called this ability to hear thoughtsa
"Gift."

So she temporized, trying to buy time to think.

"I haven't been hiding anything,” she countered. It was the truth; Kethry hadn't asked her if she
could hear thoughts, or given her any teststo seeif she could.

Meanwhile, her mind was running in little circles, like amouse caught in the bottom of ajar. If
Grandmother finds out about this, shell make me become amage, and | don't want to become amage, |
want to be like Tarma-The kyree laid his ears back and winced.

"PLEASE!" he"shouted" at her, making her wince, but bringing that frantic little circle of thoughts
toahalt.

He sghed gustily. "Much better. Thank you. Child, I have no intention of betraying your secret to
Kethry, if that isreally what you want-but what you just did is precisely the reason why | wanted to

Spesk with you."
Obvioudy what she had learned on her own wasn't enough.
Not if someonelike Warrl can hear me all theway to the Lythands.
"| can probably take care of it mysdf," she said cautioudly.

Helifted hislip just atrifle, and snapped at the air in annoyance. She shrank back ingtinctively.
Hisfangs were aslong as her thumb, and very sharp.

"Don't you redlize | wouldn't be hereif that were true? Thereis no way you can train yourself.
And untrained-well, haf-trained-you are in terrible danger. Y ou are just very lucky that the mage you
killed wasn't strongly Mind Gifted. If he had been-wdl, you'd probably be serving his every whim right
now. Itisridiculoudy easy to take over the mind of someone who is Gifted, but untrained; your barriers



are weak, and you have no secondary defenses. Right now you are more vulnerable than someone with
no Gift a dl. And you display that fact to the universe every time you become distressed!"

But that just led her right back to the same problem; she didn't want Kethry to know about this.
And who else was there that could train her? She shook her head.

III Ca.llt_ll

He growled, and sneezed, asif he had smelled something he didn't like. "Must you be so dense?
I'm offering to train you myself. No one ese will ever know, not even my mind-meate.”

"You are?' She could hardly bdieveit. "But why?"

He put his head down on his paws, and sighed. " Sdlf-defense, child. Sdf-defense. | am
increasingly weary of trying to shut you out, and you have at times awakened me out of my rest. Now, in
theinterest of peaceful deeping, shal wework on that so-called shield of yours? Y ou're going about it all

wrong.

And | thought | was overworked before, Kero thought with alittle groan, as she opened bleary
eyestwo weekslater on amorning that had arrived much too soon. She'd trained herself to wake as
soon asthefirg light of sunrise came through her eastern window. It seemed to hit her closed eyedlids
candle marks earlier every morning.

Theword part of itis, if Tarmaknew Warrl was keeping me up haf the night, she'd probably let
medeep later. Butif | tell her-no, | can't. | don't know what she'd think about this, and | know she'd tell
Grandmother.

Kero rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, and sat up owly. By the look of the clear, pink-tinged
sky, thiswas going to be another perfect day-which meant Tarmawould be feding pretty frisky. Kero
was beginning to look forward to rainy days, even moreto days of cold and damp, with aheavy morning
fog. Both conditions made Tarma'sjoints ache-she would stay in bed until late morning, and confine
Kero'sworkouts to sessionsin the practice ring against the pells or other targets. It wasn't particularly
nice to be pleased when her teacher wasn't feeling well-but Kero had found that guilt in this case was
eadly outweighed by the pleasure of degpingin.

For the past week, she'd been freed from the chopping and wood-carrying; now she practiced
againg the pells and in sword-dances in the morning, had an hour or two of book-training directly after
lunch, and practiced against Tarmain the afternoon. She no longer wondered what she was going to do
with hersalf-she was going to become amercenary, like Tarma, and like some of those women Kethry
had hired to protect Lordan and the Keep.

The only question in her mind now was-what kind of mercenary? The books that Tarmawas
teaching her from were studiesin strategy and tactics-the ways to move and fight with whole armies. At
this point, Kero couldn't see why she'd need anything of the sort.

But maybe Tarmahad somekind of plan. Kero was perfectly content to learn whatever Tarma
wished to teach her, and let the future take care of itself. Tarmawas aways saying that "no learning, no
knowledgeis ever wasted." If nothing ese, it probably wouldn't be abad thing for an ordinary fighter to
know how whole armies moved, so she could anticipate her orders.

She dtretched and arched her back, then wormed her way back down under the warm blankets.
I'll just relax alittle longer, she thought, and reveled in the "sllence” in her mind. She hadn't redlized just



how much she'd been "overhearing” until after Warrl showed her the right way to protect hersdlf; ground,
center, and shield. For yearsthere had been akind of buzzing in back of al her thoughts, asif shewas
hearing atourney crowd from severa furlongs away. Now it was gone, and the relief wasincredible.

She hadn't quite realized how useful this particular ability could beto afighter, elther, until Warrl
showed her. Hed proved she could useit to get atactical advantage in many situations, from doing as
she had during the rescue and "reading” the areafor enemy minds, to reading her opponent during a
combat and countering his moves before he even made them.

But shewasn't entirdly happy about using it that way.

She caught hersdlf faling adeep again, and jerked hersdlf back up into wakefulness. She threw
back the covers and swung her legs out of bed before she succumbed a second time. A brief trip to the
bathing chamber and a splash of cold water solved the problem; the water was cold enough to make her
gasp, but she was certainly awake now.

| don't like the idea of reading someone's thoughts without them knowing, she decided, while
climbing into her breeches and tunic. It doesn't seem fair. Maybe if the circumstances wereredly
extraordinary, like going after Diernadone, it would bedl right. I mean, with oddslike that, you haveto
use every advantage you've got. But if | was just one-on-one-no, it's not right.

Shetightened the laces on her tunic, and reached for stockings and boots. Besides, if | used it a
lot, pretty soon | wouldn't be able to hide its existence. Then what? People would hate me, or they'd be
afraid of me. It wouldn't be an advantage anymore, it'd be a handicap.

No, | don't want that; I've had my fill of being different. That led to the same problem that had
been troubling her since she came here.

What's wrong with me? she asked hersalf unhappily, as she laced her bootstight to her legs.
Why isit that | don't want what everyone el se does? Every other girl ssemsto want ahusband and a
house full of babies. Even Grandmother and Tarmahad families, and if Tarma hadn't been Swordsworn,
sheld have raised her own children instead of hel ping with Grandmother's. She shook her head, her
earlier cheer gone. | don't like children, and if anyone else knew that, they'd think | was some kind of
monster. | hate being cooped up insde, and | don't want to have to spend my life taking care of
everybody except mysdlf! But adl the priests have to say about it is how women should rejoice that they
can sacrifice themsalves for their families. Blessed Trine, am | the onewho's crazy, or isit everybody
dse?

But since there was no possible way to answer that question, she jerked the laces of her boots
tight with asnarl of frustration, and went out to take out her ill-humor and uncertainty on the pells.

Tarmas private practice ring was indoors rather than outside; a second hollowed-out cave
beside the stables, this one with the wallseft rough and convoluted. Sheld long ago tired of practicing in
the cold and wet-and the mere thought of practicing in the snow was enough to make her shiver. Besides,
back when she and K eth had held the Keep, she'd gotten used to having an indoor practice ground. This
one was much smaller, but she didn't need room for twenty pupils anymore.

Kero was going through her paces; one of the Shin'din sword-dances. And as Tarmawatched
her, the Swordsworn's heart sang with pride. Granted it was one of the Smplest of the exercises, but



Kerowyn performed it so flawlesdy that it looked as effortless as breathing.

The girl'sanaturd, she thought with akind of astonished pleasure. Y ears and years of training
younglings, and never anatura in the lot-and now, a the end of my days, | not only get to teach one, but
she's an adoptee.

My Clan.

She'd been waiting for Kethry to get up the nerve to ask about the girl for weeks. Keth had been
vaguely disgppointed that Kerowyn proved out null so far as magecraft went, though she'd admitted to
her partner that the girl seemed more relieved than anything ese.

Now, at last, shed come down to watch Kero work out; and Tarma sensed that she was ready
to ask the question.

"Well," Kethry said, as Kerowyn moved into the next exercise in the cycle, thisone alittle harder
than the last. " She lookslike shesdoing dl right. That isn't Need, isit?"

"No, it's a painted wooden practice blade,” Tarmatold her. "I made it the same sze, heft and
shape, s0 she could get used to the weight and balance. Need's up on her wall-her decision, and she says
the damn thing stays there until she's sure of her own abilities and she knows that what she doesisdueto
her ill, not the sword working through her.

"S0?' Keth replied.
"So, what?' Tarma countered, teasingly.
"So how isshe?' the mage snarled in annoyance. "Is she any good, or not?"

To Tarmas utter amazement, her throat closed, and her eyesfilled with tears. She couldn't spesk
for amoment, and Kethry bit her lip in dismay.

"Oh, no," shewhispered. "When she didn't have any mage-tdents, | was sure-what are we going
to do with her?"

Tarmawiped her eyes on the back of her hand, and coughed to get her voice working again.

"Keth, shelenedrayou've got it backward. The girl's good. Hell frost she's better than good. One
year, just one year of teaching, and Companies are going to stand in line to have her." She pulled Kethry
into one of the alcovesformed by theirregular walls of the cave, so that Kero wouldn't notice them
watching her from the shadows.

"Look at her; look at her move. She'sanatura, Keth, the kind of pupil that comesaong oncein
ateacher'slifeimeif she'slucky. She's never had anything other than someindiferent training in
knife-fighting, but she'staken to the sword asif she was born with one in her hand. She's doing things
now that most of my old students couldn't have done after two years of teaching. She could probably
earn aliving right now, if al somebody wanted was abasic recruit.”

"Andinthat year?' Kethry watched her granddaughter rather than Tarma.

"Depends,” she replied after amoment.



"In that year shélll be able to go to the best Companies and they'll take her for officer training.
They won't tell her that, of course, but shelll be an officer alot faster than you or | made it. She's not only
anatura with awegpon, shesanaturd on thefied.”

She poked Kethry with her elbow to regain her attention. "By theway, Warrl said to tell you that
you were right; she'saMindspesaker. He al'so said to tell you that he's taking care of thetraining.”

Kethry relaxed. "Good, and | appreciate his delicate sense of what to promise. Y ou know, | was
afraid you were unhappy because she was awful, and you didn't know how to tell me."

Tarmachuckled. "Hardly. And hardly unhappy. To get astudent like her is amazing enough-but
that it turns out to be one of ours-well, the only thing that would make me happier would be if Jadrek
were hereto seeher. "

"He probably knew beforewe did.” Keth smiled alittle. "And thank Warrl for me; | was afraid
shewas a Mindspeaker, but since I'm not, | had no way to tell. | thought she was shielded, but that could
just have been the fact that she was concentrating. She's better off in Warrl's hands-paws-than mine.”

"| think he has his pawsfull,” Tarmasaid, recaling what Warrl had told her thismorning.

"As stubborn as ever you were, mind-mate, and as taciturn. She won't tell me anything, | haveto
pry it out of her. Thank the gods there's only one of her, and | don't have to teach her mind-magic. She
refusesto learn the offensive techniques.” He had snorted his opinion of her attitude.

"She hasdl the moras and compunctions as one of those haf-crazed Heraddl™

"Inthat case, | have aproposition to make to you."

Kethry took adeep bresth before she continued. Tarmarestrained asigh; Keth only did that
when she was going to ask something she didn't think her partner would like.

"Would you be up to teaching two? Y our second pupil will dready have had severd years of
good ingtruction, so hell be about at Kero'sleve, I'd guess.”

Tarmaconsidered that for amoment. I'd like to devote al my attention to her-but she needs
some competition.

"Depends on who the pupil is, and how much freerein | have with him.”
She poked Kethry. “Having someone else will be damned good for her,
especidly if shethinks she's having to compete for my attention. But

| can't have abrat taking my concentration away from her, and frankly,

| won't put up with abrat anymore.”

"I got a'begging' letter from Megrarthon,” Kethry replied, watching Kero, and picking absently at
ashiny bit of quartz embedded in the rock wall.

"It arrived acouple of days ago, but | had to get up the nerve to ask about Kero first."

"So what's the King of Rethwellan want with us?' Tarmaasked, alittle surprised.



"Wasit from "His Mgesty the King, Megrarthon Jadrevayn or my old student Jad? And did he
mention his overhand?'

"From your old student, and he said the gout in that broken shoulder isjust too bad; he's never
going to get the overhand swing back. Hopefully, helll never need it." Kethry sighed; and Tarmaknew
why. The King's | etters had aways been very open with both of them, and lately they'd been profoundly
unhappy. Rethwellan palitics were torturous at the best of times, and he was regretting that hisfather's
sword had ever spoken for him.

Three state marriages, two of them loveless, had given him a surfeit of sons and daughters, and
one of the sonswas making life difficult for him. Tarmaand Kethry were two of a scant handful of people
he could be that open with; Tarma had changed his digpers more than once and had tutored himin the
way of the sword, Keth had nursed him through hisfirst love and subsequent broken heart.

Together they had helped put his father on the throne before he was ayear old, which made them
very old friends of the family.

"That middle son of hisisbeing &"

"Grek'’kashen, " Tarmasaid in disgust, said carrion eater combining the worst aspects and habits
of every scavenger known to the Shin'ain. It ate things even vultures wouldn't touch, it dept in abed of
rotting detritus from its foraging, and both sexes were known to egt their own young on awhim.

Kethry nodded. " So hel's written to you."

"Not lately, but yes, | got aletter while | was down the Plains. | just didn't see any reason to
depressyou with it." Tarmagrimaced.

"Y ou know, sometimes | wonder if the reason the Rethwellan roya line has so much troubleis
because of the wretched things they name their children.”

"That's as good atheory asany,” Kethry replied, managing not to smile. The names Jad had
given his boyswere bad enough, but the eight girls nameswereworse, dl full of historical sgnificance
and al as unpronounceabl e as kyree howls. Those awful names were an ongoing joke between the two
of them.

"Faramenthas as bright and trustworthy ayoung man asyou'd ever hopeto see, and
Karathanelan ismaking up for him by causing Jad threetimesthe grief hisolder brother gave. His latest
antic isto torment the youngest boy verbally until the youngster explodes and attacks him. Now the poor
lad is getting areputation for being a hothead and abully, because Thand is-"

"A handsome, languid viciouslittle fop, playing on the fact that he's shorter and lighter than the
other boy," Tarmainterrupted. "Remember, I've seen him, when | went back up with Faram to deliver
him to Jad and see him made heir. That'swhy | told Jad | wouldn't have him here. At thirteen hed
aready made up hismind that since he wasn't the heir, he was going to deep and charm hisway to a
crown. He probably will, too. Somelittle fool of aprincesswith asenile old father isgoing to fall for his
pretty face, clever wit and graceful manners, and spend the rest of her life pregnant while he plays bed
games with her ladies, torments her lap dogs, and spends her treasury dry."

Kethry shook her head. "'From everything Jad says, you'reright. | told him it wasamistaketo let
Ireniaraise Thand instead of fostering him out, and now the mistake isirreversble. Well, thelong and the



short isthat he hopes he can find some place to send Thand that will kegp him out of mischief-but until he
does, he needsto get the youngest out of Thanel'sreach.”

"Otherwise thereés going to be fratricide.” Tarmanodded. It wasalogica solution, and rather
elegant. Especidly sinceit would get the hot-headed boy some much-needed discipline and training. " So
he wants usto take the youngest. That'd be Darenthdlis, right? Absolute baby of the bunch?!

"Right. He's not mage-tdented, so helll be yours." Kethry tilted her head to one side. "Are you up
tothis?'

Tarmagtretched, feding every joint cresk.

"For Jad's sake-and for the boy's. From what Jad's said, the youngster isalot like Faram, which
means hewon't be at al hard to teach. | understand that the boy does have aquick temper, which makes
him an easy target for Thand. | wouldn't see any lad have to put up with that if | can helpit. | don't like
bullies, and Thane'sthe worst kind of bully-aclever one. Although | must say, alot of thisis Jad'sown
fault. He wouldn't have gotten into this messiif he hadn't been trying to compete with you in the number of
offgpring he could produce.

Kethry smiled, the tension draining out of her. "I was hoping you'd say that. Now, just one other
possible problem. My granddaughter is not what | would cal unattractive, and she's very probably not
only avirgin, she hasno idea of-" Tarmagrinned evilly; she knew what was coming, and she had no
intention of letting Keth dough thisjob off on her. Especialy not when sheld agreed to teach a second
youngster al by hersdf.

"Then you'd better tell her, hadn't you? After dl, you're her grandmother. And you know very
well when | start to make the two youngsters work together what's going to happen.”

"But-" Kethry said, faintly.

Tarmakept right on going. "I think the experience will be good for both of them, actudly. The
boy has probably been playing a poor third to Faram-the-heir and Thanel-the-beauty. 1t'll be nicefor him
to have ayoung lady paying atention to him."

"But- Kethry repested.

"And you have to admit, I'm hardly the oneto give Kero the basics of nature. I'm cdlibate,
remember?’

Tarmawas enjoying her partner's discomfort. Keth had landed her with the job of explaining
those basics to every boy that ever passed through their schools, and since there were usualy twice as
many lads as girls passing through their hands, Tarmafound herself with that uncomfortable duty far
oftener than Keth. Now the shoe was on the other foot, and Tarmaintended to enjoy the fact.

"Begdes," shefinished, "if your own daughter was such adunce asto leave her completely
ignorant, it's up to you to rectify the Stuation.”

Kethry's mouth tightened in dismay. "Y ou'reright, of course. And if she'sgoingtojoina
Company, she'sgoing to haveto know dl of it."

"Damnright sheis,” Tarmareplied, becoming serious. " From camp-hygiene to post-rgpe trauma.



And since you worked with the Hedlersin the Sunhawks, you're better equipped for that than | am.
Those aren't the kind of problemslads are going to face, and they aren't the kind of problems| ever had
to deal with on my own. But you can takeit dowly, | think. Give her the basics and pregnancy
prevention, and take care of therest later. " She grinned. "Think of it as my fee for agreeing to take
Darenon.”

Kethry shook her head. "Still amercenary.”
Tarmachuckled.

"That's how you tell amerc is dead; he just stops collecting paychecks. "

Kero knew that there was something in the air; Tarma had been alittle absentminded lately, with
that dight frown she dways wore when she was thinking. But once sheld satisfied hersdf that she wasn't
the cause of the frown, she relaxed. Whatever it was that was bothering Tarma, it was not under her
control.

So she kept aweather eye out, but concentrated on the things that werein her power to ded
with. She had speculations, but nothing concrete to go on.

Findly al speculations cameto an end, when she showed up &t the practice ring with her arams
full of equipment to find Tarmathere dready, fully armored (complete with full helm), working out. And
Tarmawasn't done.

There was ayoung man with her; that was surprise enough. He looked around Kero's age, and
she stiffened reflexively asthey both stopped what they were doing and turned at the sound of her
footstep. He was rather handsome, in alanky, not-quite-finished sort of way. Hislong hair was
somewhere between brown and blond, his eyes between gray and hazel. He wastdler than Tarma, and
moved like ayoung colt that gill isn't quite certain where hisfeet are going to go when he puts them
down. Hisarmor was good-very good, use on it, but well maintained and in perfect condition. And there
was asurcoat lying crumpled up with some other odds and endsin one of thelittle alcoves. A surcoat
that was as well made asthe armor, and looked asif it was blazoned with some kind of familial device.

All of which added up to one conclusion: he was some kind of nobility. Kero did not like the
implications of thet.

Tarmawaited for Kero to come up to them before speaking. She pushed the face-guard of her
helm up, and gave Kero acool, gppraisng look. The young man did the same with his helm, then shifted
hisweight uncomfortably from onefoot to the other.

"Kero," Tarmasad, inaneutrd, evenvoice, "Thisis Darenthadlis-Daren to us. Hell betraining
herewith you."

Kero'sfirst reaction was of resentment. Why? Her second was of jedlousy. We were just fine
with the two of us. She stepped forward dowly, keeping her expression neutral, but not her thoughts.
They don't need the money-and now Tarmais going to be spending half her time with him, which means|
won't be learning as much from her. Itisn't fair! By thelook of him, he could have any teacher he
wanted! Why should he sted mine?



She eyed hisarmor with envy; up close, it was even better than she'd thought, combination plate
and chain malil, the chain mail so fineit looked to have been knitted, with articulated plate that had to
have been specificdly fitted to him. And he wasn't finished growing yet-which meant that someone,
somewhere, didn't care how much it cost to keep fitting him with new armor every time he put on a
growth spurt. Then she recognized the name-after dl, there weren't that many young men named
Darenthailisin the world, and there was only one likely to have armor of that quaity.

His Highness, Prince Darenthdllis, third son of the King. Which explained how held gotten Tarma
to agree to teach him, and virtualy guaranteed that the Shin'ain would be spending the lion's share of her
timewith him. The privilege of rank. Kero's resentment trebled. | have to earn my way here, and he
walksin and takes over.

But she kept it out of her face and manner; she'd learned to school her expressions|ong ago.
Rathgar took adim view of resentment and rebellion in his children.

Daren smiled; helooked sdlf-confident and sure of his superiority. Kero's temper smoldered.
Widl, welll just see how superior you are. Especidly once we get into the woods. If you've ever had to
track anything in your life, my fine young lord, I'd be very much surprised.

She cleared her throat, and made the first move. "I'm Kerowyn, " she said, nodding alittle, not
holding out her hand; she could have freed one to shake his, but she chose not to.

"Daren," hesad.

"Areyou one of Lady Kethryveris students?" Ignoring the fact that I'm carrying armor.
Assuming | couldn't possibly be anything other than anicelittle ladylike mage.

"I'm her granddaughter,” shereplied acidly. "And I'm Kd'enedral Tarma's sudent.”

Tarmas |eft eyebrow rose alittle, but otherwise her face was completely without expression.
"Well, now that you've met," she said quietly, "why don't we get down to business.”

Kero's resentment continued to Smmer over the next several weeks. Daren wasn't any better
than she was, especidly not at archery. But he kept acting asif he were, giving her unasked-for advicein
apatronizing tone of voicethat said What'salittle girl like you doing man'swork, anyway? and made her
blood boail.

But she kept her temper, somehow; alwaysturning to Tarma after one of those superciliouslittle
comments, and asking her advice asif she hadn't heard Daren's.

Unfortunately, from time to time this backfired. Tarmawould occasiondly give her adow,
sardonic smile, and reply, "I think Daren hit it dead in the black." Daren would smirk, and Kero's ears
would burn, and shewould have to bite her lip to keep from "accidentaly” bringing her shield up into that
arrogantly squared chin. And then sheld pull her face-guard down and do her damnedest to give him the
trouncing of alifetime.

At night, before Warrl arrived for her evening lesson in mind-magic, shed lie back in her bath
and seethe.

It'snot fair, sheld repedt, like alitany. He's had the best trainers from the time he was able to
walk. I've only had Tarmafor afew moons! Why should | have to share her? And what makes him so



much better than | am that money and power didn't buy for him? But that was the problem, wasnt it; life
wasn't fair, and power and gold bought whatever they needed to.

From people's skillsto peopl€'slives. And if anyone happened to be in the way, it was too bad.
Money had doubtless bought the near-ruin of her family; power was probably keeping the red
perpetrator safe. And now both were conspiring to stedl her future if she lay down and let it happen.

| won't, sheresolved every night. I'll make him compete with me for every moment of time. I'll be
s0 much better than heisthat Tarmawill see she'swasting her time with him and concentrate on me
agan. I'll doit. I haveto.

It helped that he was as helpless as a baby in the woods, and when he arted he couldn't even
track the most obvious of traces. She would give him advice in the same kind of patronizing tone he used
with her-and she laughed inside to see how he bristled.

Shewas planning on doing just that this morning, as she skipped down the airsto the stable,
humming alittle tune under her breath. Today was going to be a daylong stalk-and-trap session, a"hound
and rabbit game," Tarmacdled it, and Warrl was going to be the "rabbit.”

Daren hadn't yet figured out that Warrl was anything more than avery large, odd-looking dog,
and Kero wasn't going to tell him. After al, they were supposed to be using their minds and paying
attention to things, and if he hadn't been able to figure out that the kyree was something rather different by
now, she didn't see any reason to enlighten him.

Besides, it would give her an edge. That edge, combined with her tracking skills, should enable
her to beat him to the quarry by whole candle marks

The meeting point was the stables; Kero reached them ahead of both Daren and her teacher. A
brief ook out the window this morning had told her al she needed to know about the westher-today was
going to be atypica late-fall day for these parts; cold, wet, and miserable.

Even though there were no clouds overhead, Kero had seen them on the horizon, the kind of flat,
gray cloudsthat meant an al-day drizzle. So she'd dressed for it; awaterproof canvas poncho over
lambswool shirt, and heavy swester, shegpskin vest, and wool hose and breeches, and her thickest
stockingsingide her boots.

Daren had dressed for the cold, but not an al-day chill in wet westher; he was wearing mostly
leather, which looked very good on him and would keep him warm at first, but would do nothing for him
once it was soaked.

His only concession to possible drizzle was awool cloak, abright russet that would stand out in
the gray-brown woods like arose in a cabbage patch. And which was going to get caught on every twig
and thorn unless he was very careful. Kero's gray poncho wouldn't; it was belted tight to her body at the
waist, and thorns wouldn't catch so easily on the tightly-woven, oiled canvas. Kero hid asmirk with some
difficulty.

Tarmaglanced a her in away that Kero couldn't read, but said nothing. Daren just took in the
peasant-style clothing, and gave her an amused and superior little smile.

Kero had been toying with the notion of warning him about the oncoming rain, but that smile
made up her mind for her. If he'stoo stupid to read the wegther, and too cocksure to ask advice when



he sees someone dressed for weather he didn't expect, he can suffer, she thought with angry anticipation.
And | can't wait to see him shivering and chafing in that fancy wet leather.

"| told you yesterday that this was going to be another hunt following Warrl," Tarmasaid. "l
didn't tdll you that it would be under different rules.”

Kero gtiffened, and dropped her thoughts of revenge.

She noted that Daren logt hislittle smile, and fixed hiseyeson Tarmaasif hewastrying to read
her mind.

"Thisisgoing to be a'hodtile territory’ game," the Shin'ain continued.

"Rule one: yourein enemy territory, behind their lines, following a spy. Assume that anything you
do or say may give you away to the enemy. Rule two: leave no traces yoursel ves, assume the enemy may
have someone trailing you. Rulethree: thisisared scouting mission, which meansyou are not working
aone. Rulefour: both of you come back, or you both lose the game.”

At "rulethree’ Kero redlized what Tarmawas pulling on them. At "rulefour" Daren figured it out.
The glare of outrage he gave her was only matched by the exasperation she dedlt himin return.

She can't-'m going to be saddled with this overbearing fool al day long? And if | don't keep him
from falling on hisface, I'm going to lose the game? She wanted to tell her teacher exactly what she
thought of the idea, and only one thing kept her quiet. The sure and certain knowledge that Tarmawas
testing her, as she had been tested at the crossroads. Only thistime the test was not for courage, but for
good sense, and the ability to take orders.

Such congderations did not hamper Daren. ™Y ou can't mean that! he said angrily.
"I've had years of training, and you expect meto drag thislittle tagalong and take care of her-"

"| expect you to take the orders you're given and follow them, young man,” Tarmareplied evenly,
with no display of emotion at dl. "I expect you to keep your mouth shut about it. | have my ordersfrom
your father. Y ou areto treat me as your commanding officer at dl times, and | have your father's full
permission to do whatever | like with you. Be grateful thisisal I've ordered you to do. How do you ever
expect to give ordersthat will be obeyed if you never learn how to follow them yourself?*

Daren stared a her with his mouth hanging open for amoment, while Kero fumed. Tagaong, am
I?'Y ears of training, hmm. Then why can't he even follow arabbit track afurlong without losing it?

"I've given you your orders,” Tarmasaid, putting one finger under his chin and shutting his mouth
for him.

"Remember the rules.”" She turned on her hedl, and went back up the staircase, leaving the two of
them aonein the stable. Daren's stormy expression did not encourage conversation, so Kero just
shrugged and headed out into the valley.

Daren followed, overtaking her in the tunnel, so that when they emerged he wasin thelead. Kero
hung back, deliberately, so that he would have to wait for her. After dl, under therules, if heran off
without her, hed lose. I'm beginning to see some advantages here, she thought, as her anger cooled.
Provided | can kegp my own temper.



The clouds were dready moving in; the sky was gray from horizon to horizon, or at least asmuch
of it as Kero saw beyond the black interlacing of leaflesstrees. Daren waited impatiently for her beside
the hidden stable door, and pointed a Warrl's obvious claw marksin the dust beside the path.

"Hewent that way," the young man said, and plunged off into the underbrush, leaving atelltae
thread from his cloak on the very firgt thorn bush he passed.

Kero would have left it, except that she remembered- Leave no traces. And since she was being
graded on hismoves aswell asher own.

She sighed, and picked the russet thread out of the thorns before she passed on. She was il
sucking astuck finger when she caught up to him.

"You left this" she said sardonically, holding it out. She saw that Warrl's tracks vanished here, as
histrall crossed adry streambed. The obvious answer was the thing any reasonably smart animal would
do-run aong the streambed for awhile, then leave it at some point that wouldn't show much disturbance.
A bed of dry leaves, for instance.

But Warrl wasn't ananimd.
Kero studied the trail, and noticed that the tracks were blurred, the claws dug in abit too deeply.

He walked backward in his own tracks, the beast! she thought with admiration. | didn't think he
could do that!

Instead of following downstream (as Daren was moving upstream and obvioudy expected her to
take the other direction), she traced the tracks back, and found where Warrl had leapt out of them and
into-yes-apile of dry leaves off to the side of thetrail. There were several old, wet leaves on top of the
dry ones, and afew more scattered against the direction of the last winds, showing that the leaves had
been disturbed.

She waited beside the telltale traces until Daren came storming back. By that time the expected
drizzle had been fdling for about a candle mark and as she had anticipated, his cloak and hisleathers
were soaked through.

He was shivering, and the leather was probably chafing him raw wherever it touched bare skin,
and histemper was not improved by his discomfort.

"Y ou were supposed to take downstream!" he shouted.

"I had to take both! Y ou lazy little bitch-you're supposed to be doing something, not standing
around waiting for me-"

"He left the path here," she said, clenching her hands to keep from hitting him.

"He waked backward in his own tracks, and then jumped off the trail into thet pile of leaves. "
Daren looked at her scornfully.

"I'm not some green little boy who believesin Pelagir-tdes. I'm a prince of Rethwellan, and I've
been trained by some of the finest huntersin the world. Y ou-"



Shelost her temper, and grabbed the lacings in the front of hisleather tunic, then dragged him
past the pile of leaves, surprise making him manageable for the necessary few steps.

"Doesthat look like a Pelagir-tale, little boy?' she hissed, pointing at the very clear paw printin
the mud. "Seemsto me you'd better start growing up pretty quickly, so you know what to believe and
what not to believe. I've beaten you at this game five times out of six, and you know it, so don't you think
you'd better stop playing the high and mighty princeling and start paying attention to somebody who
happens to be better at thisthan you are?"

He pulled out of her grip, hisface growing red. "Since when does half ayear of training give you
theright to act like an expert?' he shouted.

"Since-" That was dl she had achanceto say.

Something very dark, and very large suddenly loomed up out of the bushesjust behind her. She
never had a chance to see what it was; the next thing she knew, she was flying through the air, and she
had barely enough timeto curl into a protective bal to hide her head and neck before she impacted with
atree.

After that al she saw was stars, and blackness,

Eight

Thiswas the worst headache she'd ever had and the most uncomfortable bed. It felt like abush.

A ledfless, prickly bush.

What happened?

Kero tried to move, and bit back a moan as every muscle and joint protested movement. It felt
asif the entireleft Sde of her body was asingle ache. And her head hurt the same way it had when one
of the horses had kicked her and she'd gotten concussed.

"Wel?' That was Tarmasvoice.

"Y ou two certainly made afine mess out of this assgnment.”

She opened her eyes, wincing againg the light. Tarma stood about twenty paces away; just
beyond her was Daren, lying up against another tree, as though he'd impacted and did down it. Fine mist
drooled down onto her face; droplets condensed and ran into her eyes and down the sides of her faceto
the back of her neck. Her mouth was dry, and she licked some of the moisture from her lips.

Looks like he got some of the same treatment | did, Kero decided, and shivered. Even wet, her
wool clothing would keep her warm, but she must have been lying on the cold ground for awhile and it
had leached most of the heat out of her body.

"Y ou've managed to botch everything | told you to do, " Tarmasaid coldly, arms crossed under

her dark brown rain cape. Her harsh features looked even colder and more forbidding than usua. Her
ice-blue eyesflicked from oneto the other of them.



"First you don't even bother to set up aplan, or agree on who is going to do what. Then you,
Daren, storm off into the game leaving behind atrail ababy could follow, so that Kero hasto spend
twice the time she should covering it for you. Then you, Kero, let Daren waste histimein afruitless
search when you knew from the moment you saw Warrl's tracks that he was chasing awild hare. Then
you both start arguing at the tops of your lungs. An army could have come up on you and you'd never
have known it until it wastoo late.”

She glared at both of them, and Kero didn't even try to move under the dagger of that stare.
"Keth wasworking with me on this, she continued, pitilesdy.

"We decided to make this run dangerous for you, to teach you that if you fouled up, you'd get
hurt; just likered life. Y ou triggered one of her booby trapswith your arguing. And that's exactly what it
caught; two boobies, two fools who couldn't even follow simple orders to keep their mouths shut. Well, |
have afurther little assignment for you: get home. There'sjust one catch. Until you cooperate, you won't
be ableto find your way back." She smiled nastily, and turned on her hedl, stalking off into therain. Inthe
time between one breath and the next, she was gone, asif the drizzle itself had decided to step in and
hide her.

Kero struggled out of the bush sheld flattened in her fall. Twigs scratched her, as she dowly
pulled hersalf up onto her knees, then from her knees, shakily, to her feet. Her head ached horribly, and
she guessed that she was one long bruise from neck to knee dong her left side.

The only good luck she'd had was that sheld falen into that bush in the first place. There had
been enough dead leaves and grass between herself and the ground to keep her out of the mud. Bits of
leaves clung dl over her, making her look asif sheld dept in them. She brushed hersdlf off asbest she
could, and waited for Darento join her.

He used the tree trunk to steady himself as he got to hisfeet; he wavered quite abit getting there,
and looked asif hefdt just as shaky as she did. When he saw she was watching him, he glared at her,
and limped off after Tarma without taking a single backward glance at her.

That little bagtard! she thought, indignantly. Well, two can play-Then she looked around.

She had been in and out of these woods for the past several months. They weren't that far from
the back door to the Tower. It was late autumn, most of the leaves were off the trees, which should have
made it easier to see through the woods in spite of the rain. She didn't recogni ze anything now. She was
totdly, inexplicably, log.

And in three bresths, Daren came storming out of the mist, head down, limping dong likea
wounded and angry bull, and ran right into her.

"Hey!" sheydled, indignantly. He caught her as she started to fdl, then shoved her away.
"What are you doing, running into melike that?" he shouted.
"Run-you pig! Youraninto me!" she spluttered.

"Y ou weren't anywherein sight!" he yeled back, turning red again. ™Y ou just jumped out of
nowherel"



"I did no such-" but he was gone again, asfast as his bruised legs would take him, thistime going
in the opposite direction to the one held been traveling when heran into her.

That- she couldn't think of any name that was bad enough to call him. That swine! That rat!
Unreasonable, pigheaded, overbearing, arrogant- She looked around, angrily, dashing water and wet hair
out of her eyeswith the back of her hand. That vague shape looming up through the rain, beyond and
above the trees-that might be the cliff of the Tower.

| think.... It changed from moment to moment, shrinking and growing, and sometimes vanishing
entirely behind the trees. Well, | have to go somewhere. I'll bet | makeit back, no matter what Tarma
said. And I'll bet he doesn't. All | haveto do is head for the Tower and watch for where we were. Or
find Tarmastracks.

Shelimped off, keeping her eyesdert for sgnsof disturbance that marked their travel. She found
plenty of little snags of wool, a sureindicator that Daren had been there. And shefound traces of his
footsteps, and of her own.

But she found nothing identifiable as Warrl's or Tarmas tracks, and though she stopped
frequently to reconnoiter, she saw no landmarks that looked familiar, and no sign that the Tower cliff was
any nearer. She might as well have been on the other side of the world. She couldn't even tdll if shewas
wandering in circles. Theforest seemed utterly lifeless; the steady dripping of rain on dead leaves hiding
any other sounds when she stopped and listened. She couldn't even tell where the sun was; the sky wasa
uniform gray everywhere. Her head throbbed, and her somach knotted with nausea; walking was
torture" but at least it kept her warmer than standing. When she stopped to try and hear past the falling
rain, she was shivering in moments.

Finally, for lack of anything better to do, shetook out her belt-knife, and began to mark the tree
trunks. At least this should keep me from going around in circles, she thought, dogging her way through
heaps of soggy leaves, shivering with the cold rain that kept trickling down the back of her neck. Aslong
asl keep goinginadraight line, I'll come to something | recognize. | haveto find the place eventually.
Either I'll run into the diff, or I'll runinto the path, or I'll find the stream. If | don't do any of those things,
I'll get to theroad. | have to cross either the stream, the road or the path. Therée's no other way off
Tower lands.

Or s0 shethought. Until she stopped to ease her bruises, side aching so much she wanted to cry,
and rested awhile leaning up againgt atree trunk. And when shefdt alittle lesstired, and started to mark
the trunk, she happened to look at the other side, first.

And saw her own six-armed star chipped carefully into the bark as Tarma had taught her; the
least amount of damage to the tree that she could manage and still have the mark visible. It was till so
fresh that the wind hadn't disturbed the fragments of bark till clinging to the tree.

She looked around in a panic, sure she couldn't possibly have touched that tree. The place wasin
no way familiar. But the mark wasindisputably there. She clung to the rough bark, suddenly faint and

dizzy.

But thisisn't possible-1 know I'd have seen that huge pig-shaped rock, or the little cave under it!
And the tree with the hawk's nest in the fork! And theré'sno way | could forget that clump of hally, it's
the only green thing I've seen dl afternoon!

Neverthdless, it was her unique marking. In a place she'd never seen. She closed her eyes, the



dizziness and nauseaincreasing. She fought them down, telling herself not to panic.

But when she opened her eyes again, fear clutched her heart and made it pound painfully in her
temples, for her sght was darkening, too. Then sheredlized that it was not her eyesight dimming the sun
was setting, dusk closing in rapidly, and she was nowhere nearer to getting home than she had been from
the moment Tarma left them. Tarma-she can't mean to leave us out here dl night-we're both hurt, and we
haven't eaten dl day. Shell come and get us. Shelll come and get me, surely-none of what happened was
my fault. | followed therules.

For one moment, she let hersdlf believe that. Then, as she thought about how angry her teacher
had been beneath that mask of indifference, she knew with asinking heart that there would be no rescue
tonight. We aren't children. One night in the forest isn't going to kill either of us. Well just wish we were
dead. And eveniif | followed therules, | didn't make sure he did. When | saw he wasn't going to measure
up, | should have forfeited the game by turning around and going home.

She heard athrashing sound behind her, then, the noise of someoneforcing hisway through
undergrowth rather than looking for paths. She knew what it was before she turned. No animal would
ever make that much noise, and no anima in the forest limped on two legs.

It'sagood thing were not realy in enemy territory-they'd have heard him along time ago. She
moved to the other Sde of the tree and put her back up againgt it to watch the dim shape grow more
distinct asit neared. Findly it was close enough to make out clearly.

She put her knife away and watched Daren ssumble toward her, shivering visibly insde his soggy
woolen cloak-no longer a handsome russet, it was mud-stained and snagged in too many placesto count.
And Daren looked much the worse for wear. He didn't act asif he saw her. He didn't act asif he saw

anything.

"Hey," she said wearily, as he started to blunder past her. He stopped dead in histracks, and
blinked asif he was surprised to see her.

Maybe he was. The more Kero thought about it, the more certain she became that her
grandmother had ahand in this confusion of what should have been familiar territory. Hadn't sheread in
one of Tarma's books on warfare about aspell that fogged the enemy's mind, and made him unable to
recognize his surroundings?

"K-k-kero?' Daren said, stuttering from the cold. "Are y-y-you still logt, t-t-too?”

"l guess s0," shereplied reluctantly. Full dark was descending, and with it, more rain. Harder and
colder, both. Somebody needed to make adecision here, and it didn't ook asif Daren was up to
remembering hisown name.

We need to get out of this, and we need to find someplace to hole up for the night, otherwise
we're going to wander around until we drop. The only place at dl close was that enormous rock sheld
noticed earlier; the size of the Keep stables, and right now that little hollow place under it wasthe closest
thing they were going to get to red shelter.

"Look," she said, grabbing him by the elbow and pointing at the stone outcropping.

"Theré€'s just enough room under that rock that we can both squeeze in out of therain. Right now
evenif | knew where | was, | wouldn't be able to find my way back. In acandle mark you won't be able



to find your hand at the end of your arm.”

For amoment, it looked as though Daren was going to protest-he frowned and started to pull
away from her. But evidently hewas at the end of his resources; he gavein as shetugged at him, and
they both stumbled through the downpour to the shelter of the overhang.

It wasalot drier in thelittle cave than she had thought, and the caveitself waslarger than she had
estimated. As she crawled on hands and kneesinto the hollow, feeling her way with her left, dry sand
gritted under her probing. Dry, relatively clean sand; there didn't seem to be anything in here but a pile of
dry leaves blown into the back.

No snakes, for insgance-and mercifully few rocks. There was enough room for both of them to
get completdy out of the weether if they squeezed in tightly enough, and the leaves cushioned them from
the worst rough edges of the rock wall. Without being asked, Daren pulled off his soggy cloak and
draped it over both of them. Shamed alittle, she squeezed some of the water out of her outer sweater
and handed it to him-wet wool stretched, and he managed to get it on over histunic.

Her prediction of coming darkness proved true; within moments after they took shelter, it was
impossible to see anything out beyond the mouth of the cave. For that matter, it wasimpossibleto see
anything inthe cave.

"At least we don't have to worry about bears or wolves or anything,” Daren said after along
slence. Both of them had findly stopped shivering, even though Kero doubted that either of them was
redlly warm. She thought, with alonging so sharp that it hurt, of hot teaand her hot bath, and afirein the
fireplacein her room. Thisisn't fair. | wouldn't be out hereif it wasn't for him playing the fool. | wouldn't
be bruised and battered if he'd had any sense.

Stll, being surly wasn't going to accomplish anything. And if he decided she wasinsulting him and
left in ahuff, sheld freeze. Together their bodies were keeping the little hollow of their shelter tolerable.
By hersdf sheld shiver hersdlf to pieces.

"Y ou think we're safe because nothing with any sense would be out in thisrain?' Kero asked.
"Y ou're probably right. Unlessthere's any truth in the stories about water-demons-and | doubt either of
uswould be of much interest to awater-demon.”

"Not even water-demons are going to sumble around in this," Daren replied, hisvoice dull and
dispirited. "Dear gods, | hurt. Even my hair hurts.”

"I know what you mean,” Kero told him, glumly. "The colder | get, the stiffer my bruises get."
She hesitated a moment, then said, ™Y ou know, we could have handled this better.”

"Y ou mean you- " He stopped himsdf. "'l guessyou'reright. We. | just-I never thought you were
serious about dl of this. And | didn't think there was any way you could keep up with me. You'reagirl."

"So? Half of the mercs Grandmother hired for the Keep are girls," Kero retorted curtly. "Half of
the meresthat put your father on histhrone were girls. His sister, the Captain of the Sunhawks, wasa
girl. I'd have thought it would have occurred to you by now that being a girl doesn't mean your mindis
dead, or that you can't handle anything more dangerous than aneedle.”

"Y ou're going to become amercenary?' His voice spirded up and broke on the high note.
"But-why?'



"Because | haveto keep mysdlf fed and clothed somehow, your highness" she said sourly.
"Nobody's going to give me anything. My father was acommon merc himsdf before he married my
mother, and Grandmother's the only family I've got besides my brother. I'm not going to live out my life
on her charity or asthe old maiden aunt if | can help it. I've seen too many old maiden aunts, taking care
of every chorethe wifefindsinconvenient. And | redlly don't have any interest in selling anything other
than my sword.”

She thought by his coughing fit, followed by an embarrassed silence, that shed made him blush.

Findly he cleared histhroat, and asked, "Just exactly what are you? Y ou speak like anoble, but
you dress like a peasant half the time-amale peasant at that.”

"That's because dressing like a peasant isalot smarter than you think in conditionslike this
'hound and hare’ game," she pointed out, shifting alittle to ease an achein her hip.

"The grays and browns blend right into the forest. And you can't fight in skirts and tight bodices.
Or hunt, or ride, or do much of anything besides ook attractive. Y ou'd discover, if you ever bothered to
look closer, that alot of the peasants working in the fields that you think are men and boys are actudly
women."

"They are?' Evidently this had never occurred to him.

"How in hdll are you supposed to swing ascythe with askirt in theway?' she asked him. "You'd
have your skirt in ribbons. Asfor us, we were supposed to be thinking 'enemy territory,' right? So | was
dressed like a peasant, hard to see, and if anyone did see me, they might not think | was anything
dangerous. And | was warm, might | add; peasants know how to dress for bad weather. And there you
arein abright red cloak, in the middle of adead forest. | suspect we'd have been tagged for that done.”

"Oh." He sounded gratifyingly chagrined.

"So you just found out for yourself how well those hunting leathers of yours keep you warmin the
rain," she perssted. "Y ou didn't pay any attention to the weether thismorning, you didn't ask Tarma
about it either, did you? I've never once heard you ask what the weather was going to be like when we
were going to be out all day. It's been unseasonably good since you arrived, if you want to know the
truth.”

"Y ou could havetold me," hereplied sullenly.

"Why?' Her own repressed anger was warming her better than al her shivering. "Y ou comein
here and take my teacher'stime away from me, you treat me like I'm too stupid to know that you're
insulting me with your superior attitude, you act like you expect me to be excited about the so-cdlled
‘privilege of training with you. Why should | tell you anything? Why should | share my edge with you?
Y ou haven't done athing to deserveit.”

He stiffened as she spoke, and she waited for the outburst she knew would followed her words.
It never came.

"Why isit that you're here, Kerowyn?' he asked dowly. "All | know isthat youre Lady Kethry's
granddaughter. | thought-1 guess| thought you were just playing a this business of learning from Tarma,
but you're talking about really going out and selling your sword-"



"I'm not talking about it, I'm going to do it," shetold him firmly. Her somach growled, reminding
her that it had been along time since sheld last eaten. "I don't have much choice in the matter, not unlessl
want to live on my brother's good will until he decidesto find an appropriate husband for me. If anyone
would take me a this point.” therésno telling. I've certainly scandalized dl of Diernasfamily. "And of
course that assumes I'd Sit right down and marry whoever he found for me, likeagood little girl, which |
don't think I'm minded to do."

And if some of the hints about the Baron that Grandmother dropped are true, | suspect helll have
an interest in keegping me from producing any competition for the Keep. Kethry had never actudly
accused the Baron of anything, but Kero was perfectly capable of putting facts together for herself,
including afew that Kethry didn't know about. The Baron had been quite interested in the proposed
marriage, and had sent a very handsome set of slver asa gift-yet had sent no representative to the
wedding.

Which argued for the fact that he might well have known that something was going to happen.
And hewasin an excellent position to plan for it to happen. She was very glad that Tarmahad hired dl
those guards, those very competent guards. Doubtless Kethry was keeping amagica eye on the place as
well, since the promises shed made to Rathgar were void with his desth.

"I don't know why your brother would have any trouble finding ahusband-" Daren began.

Something about the way he said that crystallized the problem that had been going around in her
head for weeks. Sheinterrupted him.

"What if | don't want him to 'find me ahusband? What if I'm perfectly happy without a husband?
Why should everyone think I'm supposed to be overjoyed about getting wrapped up in ribbons and
handed off to some man I've never even met? I'm not so sure I'd want to be handed off like a prize mare
to anyone | have met!"

"But | thought that was what every girl wanted," he said, with what sounded like honest
bewilderment. "My sstersdl do, or at least, that's dl they talk about.”

"Not Tarma," she reminded him. "Not Grandmother. Not your Aunt Idia. And not me. Does
every man drool at the idea of going out and hacking people to bits?'

"Well," he admitted. "No. My cousin-"

"Well, nothing," sheinterrupted again. "Every man doesn't want the same thing. Then why should
every woman want the same thing? We're not cookies, you know, al cut out of identical dough and
baked to an identical brown and sprinkled with sugar so you men can devour us whenever you please.”
Shewas rather proud of that smile, and preened alittle in the dark-but the talk of cookies made her
hunger dl theworse.

"No," hereplied. "Some of you are crab apples.”
For once her mind was working fast enough. "At least crab apples don't get devoured,” she
snapped. Though I'd eat crab applesright now, if | could find them. She'd have turned her back on him,

if she could have, but therewasn't room in thair shdlter.

"It'snot any easier on aman, you know," he said after asullen silence broken only by the steady



pattering of rain on dead, soggy leaves. "We get presented with some girl our parents have picked out for
us, we have no ideawhat she'slike, and we're expected to make her fal ddirioudy inlove with us so that
she goesto the dtar smiling instead of crying. And then we're supposed to live up to whatever plans our
fathers have for us, whether or not we actualy fit what they havein mind. I'm just lucky. Faram's the best
brother in the world, and | don't want the crown-he thinks I'd make agood Lord Martid, and I've
always been pretty good at strategy, o I'm not going to have to do anything | hate. And since I'm the
youngest, nobody's going to be expecting meto pick out abride until | want one. Poor Faram's got to
choose before Midsummer, and the gods help himif thereisn't at least asign of an heir by Winter
Soldtice™

All thiscameout in arush, asif held been holding it in for much too long. Kero redlized as she
listened to him that she felt oddly sorry for him.

Maybe too much power and position isas bad astoo little.

"So what are they forcing you into?' she asked quietly. "There must be something.”

He sghed, and winced hafway through as the sigh moved ribs that probably hurt.

"| liketheideaof planning things, and | like fighting practice," he said. "It'slike adance, only
better, because in court dances you spend an awful lot of time not moving much. But-1've never-actually
killed anyone-"

"l have" she said without thinking. "It'snot likein the ballads. It's pretty awful.”

Shefdt himwinceagan.

"That'swhat | was afraid of " he confessed. "I'm afraid that-I won't be able to-" He swallowed
audibly, then seemed to redize what sheld said.

"Y ou'vekilled someone?' he said, hisvoicerising again.
"Well, the sword did-"

"You'rethat Kerowyn?' he squesked. She couldn't tell from hisvoiceif he was pleased or
appalled.

"I'm what Kerowyn?' she asked. "I didn't know there were more of me."

"The one the song's about, the one that rescued the bride for-" he fatered. "-for her brother-with
her grandmother's magic sword.”

"I guess| must be," she said wearily, "since there can't be too many Kerowyns with magic
swords around. The sword did most of it. It was more like it was the fighter, and | was the weapon.”

"If I'd known you were that Kerowyn," he began. "1 wouldn't have-"

"You see?"' she said through aclenched jaw. "Why should it have made any differencein the way
you trested me? Deciding that someone's serious just because they've had abloody song written about
them isa pretty poor way to make judgment calls, if you ask me. Grandmother and Tarmahad plenty of
songs written about them, and most of them were wrong.”



"It'sjust-just that when | heard the song-1 wished | could meet you," he whispered. "1 thought,
that'sagirl that | could talk to, she doesn't have any stupid ideas about honor, she just knowswhat's
right. And then she goes and does something about it."

"Well, you'retaking to me now," she replied sourly, hunching hersaf up againgt the bed of
leaves, wishing she could find aposition that hurt alittle less.

"l guess| am."
Another long Sllence.
"Sowhat wasit redly like?"

"If | hadn't been sweating every drop of water out of me, I'd have wet mysdf," shetold him
bluntly. "I've never been so scared in dl my life”

Somehow it was easy to tdl him everything, including things she hadn't told her grandmother, the
anger shed fdt at Rathgar for being so stupid asto die and leave them al without protection, the same
anger a Lordan for being unable to take up the rescue himsdlf. She didn't cry, thistime; she wasn't even
particularly saddened by the losses anymore. It might al have happened to someone else, along time
ago, and not to her at all.

Hetold her about hisfather, his brothers; quite abit about Faram, not so much about Thanel.
She guessed, though, from what little he did say that Thand was atroublemaker, acoward, and a snesk.
The worst possible combination. Fortunatdly, their father seemed well aware of that; Kero just hoped
he'd congdered the possibility that Thanel might well try to arrange for an "accident” to befall his older
brother. Daren didn't say anything about that, and Kero decided that it wasn't her businessto bring it up.

They dozed off sometime during the night; for Kero it was an uneasy deep, shewoke every time
he moved, and every time one of her bruisestwinged. And it was hard to deep when her ssomach kept
gnawing at her backbone. When the sky began to lighten, shejust stayed awake. The moment it was
bright enough to see, she nudged him; he must have been as awake as she was, because he pulled the
cloak off them without a single word, and they both crawled out of their shelter.

The rock they'd hidden under was no longer pig shaped, it was avery familiar castle-shaped
outcropping that Kero had seen ahundred times. They were no more than afew furlongsfrom the
Tower.

Daren blinked stupidly at the rock; undoubtedly he recognized it, too, but he didn't say anything.
So far as Kero was concerned, this only confirmed her suspicion of last night, that Kethry had cast some
kind of glamour over the areathat wouldn't lift until they cooperated.

Wéll, they were cooperating now.

She caught Daren's eye; he nodded. They got themsalves as straightened up as possible, then
dragged themsalves back to the Tower, figurative tails between their legs. Kero wasn't sure what Daren
was thinking-and saw no reason to try and find out-but she had to admit that they'd pretty much brought
thiswhole mess on themsdves.

And she had a shrewd guess as to what was going to be awaiting them.



Shewasright. Daren preceded her; he stopped for amoment behind the outcropping that hid the
entrance, said something too low for Kero to hear, then went on in. Shefollowed, with the rdlative
warmth of the stable closing around her like a cozy blanket. Tarmastood impassively just ingdethe
stable door, leaning against the rock wall asif she had been there al night and was prepared to go on
wating.

She looked them both up and down, face unreadable.

"Therésfood in your rooms," she said. "Get ahot bath and feed yourselves, then get your rumps
back down here. I'll bewaiting in the practicering.”

After the bath and the food, Kero fdt alittle closer to human. Today wasn't going to be pleasant,
but as she climbed stiffly into warm-dry-clothing, she had to admit that sheld spent worse.

And | know damn well that if we don't exercise those bruised muscles, were going to stiffen up.
Then tomorrow will betwice as hard.

She closed the door of her room behind her, and ran into Daren on the staircase down. Daren
was bewildered, she could read it in hisface-and resentful; she could read that in the way he carried his
shoulders, stiff and hunched.

"What's the matter?' she asked.
Helooked over his shoulder at her, asif he halfway expected her to ridicule him.

"If I washome," he said hesitantly, "after something like last night, I'd have been, well, fussed
over. They'd have sent servants up with my favorite food, gotten someone to massage me, probably sent
meto bed-" He stopped, and she redlized her expression had probably betrayed some of her disgust.
She made hersdlf think about what he was saying, and redlized that he wasn't to blame for the way other
people had treated a prince of the blood.

"Look," she said, trying to sound as reasonable as possible. "Do you think that's what would
happen in battle conditions? Y ou're going to be in worse shape than that at the end of each day if there's
ever awar fought.”

He obvioudy took the effort to think about what she had just said, in histurn, and stopped on the
daircase.

"l guess, you'reright," hereplied. "There wouldn't even be any hot baths, much lessdl therest.
Wed probably be deeping in haf-armor, and eating whatever the bugs and rats | eft us.”

"Exactly. If this had been aforay during awar, weld have been lucky to get the food and dry
clothes™" Shelooked a himinthe dim light, and shrugged.

"l guess-| guessif I'm supposed to be learning how to command armies, maybe I'd better start
getting used to a couple of hardships now and again.”

There was the sound of sardonic gpplause from below them, asthelight from the landing was
blotted out. Tarma stood for amoment on thefirst step, still clapping dowly, then took the stairs up
toward them & avery leisurely pace.



"It'sabout time you finaly figured out why you're here, young man,”" she said, one corner of her
mouth turned up in something that was not quite asmile.

"Now, | have abit of newsfor you both. Y our day isonly beginning.”

The exercises she sat them were harder than anything she'd given them before, and any
resentment or resdual anger Kero had felt waslogt in the generd exhaustion.

Daren was in worse shape than she was, since his bruises were deeper and more extensive.

By the time she crawled-literaly-up the Sairsto her room, she was quite ready to fal into her
bed and deep for aweek.

But her day wasn't over yet. She was astired as sheld ever beenin her life, including when the
entire Keep, stag and family, had gone out to get the tenants harvest in to save it from astorm.

Given achoice, sheld have gone straight to bed, stopping just long enough to eat something and
drink enough wine so that she didn't ache quite so much.

But she knew she didn't have a choice; another hot bath would do more good for her bruisesand
giff musclesthan dl the deep in the world, and unless she wanted to wake up aching alot more than
when sheld gone to deegp, she was going to have to take the time for another bath.

Sheld just eased hersdlf down into that bath when she had avisitor. Not two-legged thistime, but
four. She didn't even redlize he was there; when he wanted to be could move as silently as a shadow.
Shewas lying back in the tub with her eyes closed when he Mind Spoke her, startling her so that she

jumped.

"Might one ask what, exactly, you thought you were doing out there yesterday? Besides playing
thefool, of course.”

"Me?' she spluttered. "I wasthe one playing by therules. He-"

"By the letter, perhaps. Not the spirit." The kyree sat like agreat gray wolf just out of range of
any sray splashes. "Y ou knew very well that I'm not smply somekind of well-trained performing animal.
Why didn't you tdl Daren that?"

"Do you think for amoment he would have believed me?* she asked angrily. "Up until last night
he didn't think I had amind, so why should he credit you with one?'

"It was your job to convince him," Warrl said coldly. "That iswhat teamwork is about. If you
have knowledge your fellow does not, you are obliged to enlighten him."

"Why?' sheretorted. "It would have wasted time. | knew what you were, that was enough.”

"Why? Because withhol ding information could get both of you killed. What if something
incapacitated you? What if 1, asthe enemy, used the fact that you withheld that information to split the
two of you up? That was exactly what happened, didn't it? Y ou let him follow awild hare and sat down
and waited. If | had been ared enemy, | would have disposed of him, then come up behind you and
disposed of you. But you were too busy feding superior to worry about that, weren't you?"



"Me?1-" The accusation was as unfair as anything el se that had happened in the last day. She
was trapped between anger and tears, and the tears themselves were half caused by anger.

He continued to Sit, and stare, animmovableicon of conscience. "Y ou finally get in apostion
where you have the upper hand, and you misuse your opportunity. Y ou could have found away to
convince him that you knew what you were talking about, and you could have doneit in such away that
he would have felt surprised and grateful . After that, he would have been much more attentive to any
suggestions you made. Instead you jeopardized him, yourself, and the mission, dl out of pique.”

"No, | couldn't! I-" She was completely unable to continue; she tried, and choked up.

"When you become amercenary, whether you work alone or with a Company, you will often be
forced to cooperate with those you didike. Y ou will find yoursdlf working for those who hold you and
your skillsin contempt. If you continue on in your present pattern, you will, if you are lucky, succeed only
in getting yoursdlf killed. If not-you may bring down hundreds with you.”

Warrl's eyes glowed, blue asice and hard as the finest stedl. "'l advise you to think about this," he
sald, after along pause during which she wasn't even able to think coherently. He waited again, but when
shedidn't reply, he smply roseto his feet. So smoothly did he move that not ahair was disturbed; he
could easily have been a statue brought to life by magic. He pierced her with those once more, and
padded out as silently as he had arrived.

She pulled the plug on the bath, too upset and tense now to relax. The water flowed out
smoothly, with scarcely agurgle as she climbed out. She seized the waiting square of cloth and jerked it
from the hook beside the tub, then toweled herself dry, rubbing hard, asif to rub those unkind, untrue
accusations out of her mind.

Unkind, untrue, and unfair. She stalked out of the bathing chamber and flung herself down on her
bed, seething. I'm not the one that went pelting up thetrail, leaving tracks and traces a child could read!
I'm not the one that decided he knew what was happening without bothering to consult his partner! I'm
not the one that decided to divide the party-he wanted me to go downstream while he went up!

Sheturned over onto her back and stared at the celling. The more she thought about Warrl'slittle
lecture, the angrier she became.

What giveshim theright to St in judgment over me anyway? What gives an overgrown wolf the
right to dictate what | should and shouldn't have done? How could he possibly understand? Heisn't even
human! She was till Smmering when exhaudtion findly caught up with her and flung her into deep.

Daren appeared the next morning at the common room; breskfast was a self-serve affair she
sometimes shared with Tarmaand her grandmother. Daren sported sunken cheeks and enormous dark
circlesunder hiseyes. Since she didn't have amirror, Kerowyn couldn't have said if she looked the same,
but she was very much afraid that she did. It had not been arestful night, to say the least.

"Well, you look like hell," Kero greeted him over the buffet table, handing him a piece of hot
bread.

"Thank you," hereplied. "If you're curious, it's mutua. Wherein hell does she get dl thisfood? |
haven't ssen asingle servant since | got here"



"Magic, | suppose,” Kero replied.

"Although, you know, not that much of it has to be cooked. Just the bread and the oat porridge.
Everything € se could be set beside the bread ovensto warm. I've never seen the kitchen; it could be just
on the other sde of that wall. | have no ideahow they'd vent ovens this deep in the cliff that would be
magic, but I've seen stranger thingsin this place.”

"Likethe bathing chambers?'

"Hmm." She eyed the table; the ham and bread would regppear at dinner, the fruit and cheese at
lunch, the hard-boiled eggs would keep for quite awhile, and the oat porridge would be gone at this
mesdl. All four of them liked agood big bowl of it, laden with sugar and swvimming in cream.

"One cook and two hel pers could take care of al thisand more, and sill havetimefor the
'helpers to double at light cleaning and laundry,” she said.

"Weadl clean our own rooms, that means the only places a servant would have to clean would be
the common rooms."

Daren blinked at her in surprise. She dished out her own bowl of porridge, loading it down with
maple sugar and sweet raisins, leaving just enough for him.

"How do you know dl that?" he asked.

"All what? Household nonsense?" Tarmaand her grandmother had evidently just finished; they
were disgppearing together through one of the doors that was aways kept locked. Kero knew what was
on the other side of that one, though-her grandmother's magic workroom. She'd visited it once, and had
no desireto do so again.

Daren completed his selection and followed her to one of two small tables beside the hearth.

"| thought you said you weren't interested in marriage and afamily.”

"I'm not. | took care of the Keep for five years after Mother died, and for most of two years
beforethat.” She made aface, and cut acareful bite out of her ham dice. "I hated it. But | learned it
anyway. Why do you look like you spent the night tossing?"

"Because| did," hereplied.

"Rotten dreams.”

She put her knife and fork down.

"You, too?"

He nodded, then stopped in mid-chew to stare at her.

Finally he swallowed, and asked, "Were you in the middle of some kind of battle? In a scout
group? And you went off looking for something in aparty of about Sx?

She nodded.



"And you were there, and we had an argument about something?'

"Yes. And then?' He leaned forward.

"Then-you wouldn't listen to me, or | wouldn't listen to you; | can't remember which. But the
party split, and we both missed something really important, because when we got back, wed lost haf the
scouts, and we discovered that the enemy had cut around behind us-"

"And everyone on our sidewas dead." He sagged back in his chair, hiseyes closed. "Oh, gods. |
thought it was just adream-"

"It wasjust adream," anew voice entered the conversation.

Kethry's. Daren jumped, then tried to legp to hisfest.

"Sit," Kethry ordered him; she wasin russet today, the color Daren's cloak used to be, but asif
to underlinewhat Kero had told him earlier, she was not wearing agown, shewasin breechesand along

tunic.

"If it had been a prophetic dream, certain warnings would have been triggered, and | would have
known."

"If it wasn't prophetic,” Kero asked hesitantly, "What wasit?’

Kethry smiled, asif she had expected exactly that question.

"A warning," she said. "This place-seemsto trigger thingslike that. It's happened perhapsa
dozen times since we moved here. It's not showing any possible future so far as I've been ableto tdll-it's
showing you the genera outcome of anegative behavior pattern.”

"So what we saw isn't going to happen to us?' Daren asked hopefully.

"No, not likely," Kethry repeated. "and you won't dream it again unless you continue the pattern.”

"But if we do, we get the same dream over and over?'

At Kethry's nod, Daren grimaced.

"Pretty effective way of getting someoneto bresk the pattern.”

"Evidently the builders of this Tower thought s0."

Kethry patted him on the shoulder in avery motherly fashion, turned and vanished back through
the heavy wooden door leading to her workroom.

Daren sighed, and turned back to Kero.
"Will it help to say that I've been ablockhead and | gpologize?”

She consdered him with her head tilted to one side for amoment.



"Will it hdp to tdl you I've been just as pigheaded as you?"
Heamiled.
"It'sadart.”

"Good," shereplied. "Let'sbuild onthat. " Then shelaughed, feding aburden lifting from her
mind. "Besides, I'd do alot more than just apologize to avoid another two days like the past two!™

But Warrl was destined to have the last word, dthough he was nowherein sight.
"It'sabout time," said asardonic voicein her mind. "Humang!"

If Daren wondered why she was choking on her porridge, trying not to laugh, he wastoo palite
to ask.

Nine

Kero studied the sand-table, theterrain laid out in miniature, the tokens that stood for civilians,
stock, fighting men and women. Bloodless warfare, she thought to herself. All the fighting reduced to
numbers. Isthat how generals see us?

Had it been ayear since that quarrel with Daren? It must have been, since it was winter again.
Tarmahad gradudly begun teaching them other things, Strategy and supply, tactics and organization.
Every daylight hour was spent in some kind of study; from their wegpons practices to reading the

fragmentary accounts of thewars of the ancients. Even their "leisure” hours usualy had something to do
with their sudies.

"All right,” Tarmasaid, leaning over the sand-table.

Sheindicated the tokens that represented the enemy forces, tokens she had just put in place.
"Ther€e're the opposing forces. What have you got, Daren?’

He studied histokens, cupped in the palm of his hand, and placed them carefully in the sand.

"Five companies of foot, one of horse, one of specialists. In country like that, the horseis
useless." He placed atoken with a painted horse's head on it behind the "lines.”

"I need another company of foot and two of specidigsif I'm going to hold you off. Mountain
fighters, irregulars, if | can get them.”

"Which meansyou hire. Kero, what have you got for him to hire?' Tarmaleaned over thetable,
resting her weight on her hands, and watched Kerowyn through narrowed eyes.

She represented the Mercenary Guild and the free swords. "According to the list you gave me,
he can get what he wants, but he's going to have to make some choices." She studied the roster, and
wondered what he was going to pick-and what his resources would bear.

She didn't know what he had to draw on; Tarmadid, but while she was playing the enemy, she



would pretend she didn't know.
He studied his handful of papers again. "So, what are my options?' he asked her.

"Hirgt, thereésafull bonded Company of foot, they're at-hire, and their base iswithin three days
march of your position; you'll have to send amessenger across the Border, though, so | hope your
relations are good with King Warrl over there." She grinned at the kyree, who was playing dl the neutrads
inthislittlegame.

"I'll think about it," Warrl replied genidly. " Depends on what nice present he sends me.”

Kero grinned; she knew Daren couldn't hear the kyree, which made Warrl's comments all the
more amusing.

Daren consulted hislist again. "'l can afford to send him abribe of some fine beef-stud stock
under pretense of atrade misson. That'sin my private holdings and won't make me raise taxes."

Warrl laid his ears back and looked hurt.

"Bribes? How, crude. | don't know ... well, | suppose | must, crude or not." He stood on his
hindlegs, put hisforepaws on the edge of the table, and nudged the little flag that signified "clear passage.”

"Thanks, your mgjesty.” Daren studied his sheaf of paperswith afrown on hisface.

"All right, | can pay for the foot Company with surplusin the treasury. So what about these
irregular fighters?'

"That's where you get the choice, shetold him.

"Y ou can ether hire two more bonded Companies, you can hire one bonded Company and one
free-lance, or you hire the free-lance Company and set up recruiting posts, then hire enough free-lancers
to put another temporary lancers Company together. The bonded Company will work with the free-lance
Company, but not with a put-together force. Thereé's more than enough of the individua fredancersin
your area. Free-lancers would be cheaper, about haf the cost of Companies the same size" Shelooked
up at him.

"That'sthefirst timel recal Tarmagiving usthat option. She's dways had bonded Companiesin
the game, no free-lancers.”

"Quitetrue," Tarmareplied, nodding. "Y ou've gotten used to those options. Timeto spice up the
gamewith alittle moreredlity. By the time you need them, Daren, bonded Companieswill usudly have
been hired by someone dse.”

Daren pursed hislips. "Hmm. Thetreasury is getting mighty lean. Tarma, what's the difference
between free-lancers and a bonded Company?'

"Free-lancers arejust that: individua hire-swords. Some of them may have bought into a
Company, some may betotally on their own. They're cheaper because they haven't posted bond with the
Mercenary Guild.”

She stood up, and Kero noticed her flinching alittle.



Her joints must be hurting again. | keep forgetting how old sheis. Were going to haveto start
working out against each other more, now that the weather's turned cold. Save our teacher for the things
only she can teach us.

"Thank you," Warrl said softly into her mind.

"Kero, did you say some of those free-lancers were a Company, or am | dedling entirely with
individuas?' Daren asked. "I don't want to hireindividuas; it would take too much timeto get them
coordinated and I'd have to detail one of my own officersto command them. According to these notes, |
don't have that kind of time, and | don't think | have an officer to spare. And besides, | know | remember
you saying that the bonded Company won't work with something just thrown together."

Kero looked a thelist again. "One Company, the rest on their own.”

Daren winced. "Well, I'll be hiring one bonded Company, anyway. Now, what's the difference
between a free-lance Company and a bonded Company?’

Tarmalicked her lips. "It'seasier to tell you what fredlancers aren't. A bonded Company has
posted a pretty hefty bond with the Mercenary Guild, on top of the individua dues each hire-sword's
paid into the Guild. What that meansisthat they haveto follow the Guild Mercenary Code. If they violate
that code, the Guild paysthe injured party damages, then takesit out of the bond. Then they takeit out
of the offending party's hide, and they are not gentle, let metell you! And if you violate your contract, the
Guild will fine you, and you won't be able to hire bonded fightersfor at least ayear. Maybe more,
depending on the severity of the offense.”

"What'sthis'Code,' anyway?' Kero asked. "Y ou've never mentioned that before. Y ou've talked
about the Guild code of conduct for individuas, but not a Company code.”

"It's pretty smple. Whatever isin the terms of the contract is followed by both parties, to the
letter. Bonded Companies do not pillage in the countryside of their employer, and pillage only in enemy
territory with permission of the employer. That takes care of cutting your own throat inacivil war.”
Tarmalooked at both of them.

"Can you figure out why?"
Kero was marginaly quicker.

"Easy; if you keep everybody on your side from looting, the locals are going to come over to
you, and that's going to make big problems for the opposition if they aren't doing the same.”

"Good. And redly, what's the point of wrecking your own tax base? All right; if abonded
Company or one of its members surrenders, they are permitted to leave the battlefield unmolested and
report to aneutra point. They'll get ransomed by the Guild; that'swhy the individual members pay their
duesevery year. Y ou know about theindividua Code, so | won't go into that.”

Tarmaleaned againgt the sand-table. "They won't switch sdesin mid-contract, they won't follow
amutiny againgt their employer, they won't fight asuicide-cause, but they'll do their damnedest to get
their employer out of abad situation in one piece. Because of the twin Codes, bonded Companies are
more reliable and trustworthy than unbonded. That'swhy they're expensive.”



Daren examined the table again. "I've got abad situation here. | think maybe I'd better take out a
loan, or go find a buyer for some Crown properties and go the distance for two bonded Companies.”

"What would you doif | set up the Stuation like this?"
Tarmamoved two of her counters away and placed them farther dong the Border.

Daren studied the table again. "Hire one bonded and one free-lance, and seeif | couldn't
negotiate with my neutral neighbor to take astand. Those two Companies are threatening histerritory,
too."

"Good. What about this?* She pulled the counters off the table entirely.

"The bonded foot and the free-lance guerrillas. Then I'd arrange things thisway-" He set up his
counters againgt hers, accepting the two mercenary counters from Kerowyn. "-and I'd put the
free-lancersright here. They're not going to pillage my countryside because that's al rocky hillside; oncel
move the sheepherders out, there's nothing there to pillage, which means every profitable move for them
to make will be againgt the enemy and not againgt me. " He moved around the table, and looked at the
gtuation from Tarmas angle. "What's more, they can't mutiny, they're on the end of the supply lineand al
| haveto doiscut them off. | think they're rdlatively safeto trust there."

Tarmasgtudied his setup, and smiled, dowly. "Excellent. Let's play thisand see how it runs.
Kero? Thefirst moveisyours."

Kero had the most interesting time of it; according to Tarmas profile sheets, the free-lance
guerrillas were a newly-formed Company, and fairly unreliable, but the bonded foot were an old,
established Company with anice subgroup of scouts that made up for the deficiencies of the free-lancers.
And Daren had set up asituation in which the very worst that could happen would be the free-lancers
deserting; with a howling wilderness between them and civilization, they were, Kero judged, lessinclined
to do that. They played the game out over the course of two hours, and in the end, Daren's side won.

During that time he'd even found the bribe that would bring Warrl in on hisside, so the victory
cost him lessthan held feared.

"Good, dl the way around,” Tarmaapplauded. "I'm proud of you both. Daren, did you see why
Kero's Companies did what they did?’

"Pretty much, though | waskind of surprised at the versatility of thefoot. " He smiled over a
Kero, who returned it, feding warmed by it.

"That's one thing you'l often find in agood bonded Company; they've trained together with many
wegpons, and they have their own support groups.”" Tarmayawned.

"Even the best Companies have gotten shafted now and again; the Guild imposesfines, but that's
after the damage has been done. That's why they like to have everything they need under their own
control.”

"Wdll, those two extra hedge-wizards may have saved the day." Daren yawned, too, and Kero
fought to keep hersdf from echoing it. It had been along day, but agood one. Thisvictory against Tarma
on the sand-table had been the dessert to the medl; they didn't often win against her.



"I'm off to bed, children,” the Shin'din said, blowing out the extralanterns, leaving only the four
st onto the corners of thetable for light. " Savor your victory; I'll get you tomorrow."

"No doubt,” Kero laughed. " So far you've beaten us five games out of seven.”

"Kegpsyou on your toes," the Shin'din retorted on her way out the door. Warrl grinned at them,
and padded after her.

Kero collected the tokens, while Daren smoothed out the sand in the table.

"Good game," he said, handing her atoken that had gotten half-buried in the sand.

"Y ou know, it'salot more fun being your friend than your enemy.”

"Inthe game, or in genera 7' sheteased.

"Both." He put hisarm around her shoulders and hugged her. She returned the hug-but there was
adifferent feeling about the way he held onto her tonight, keeping her close abreath or two longer than
he usualy did, diding his hands down her arms before | etting her go.

"Tired?' he asked, something in hisvoice telling her than he hoped she'd say no.”

"Not really." She put the flags and tokens away in adrawer under the table, and looked up a him
expectantly.

She wasn't tired, either-not with him looking at her the way he was.

"Fed liketadking awhile?' she asked hopefully, her musclestensing alittle with anticipation.
Was she reading more into hiswords than was really there?"If you don't mind." It wasn't her
imagination, there was an odd light in his eyes, an appreciative glint shedd been seeing quite abit, lately.

"Y our room or mine?"

"Yours" shesad. "It'scleaner.”

She laughed, but the way he kept watching her was sending an oddly exciting chill up her spine.
She stretched, and came close to giggling at the way his eyes widened. She blew out the rest of the
lanterns, and headed for the door.

"Only margindly,”" he replied-but instead of |etting her precede him, he caught her handin hisas
shewaked past him.

She stopped for amoment, then gave his hand a squeeze. He returned it, and caressed her pam
with histhumb as she tugged at his hand and got him moving out the door. She shielded her mind with
studious care; right now she couldn't afford any leakage.

She knew what was going on; shed begun to hope he found her attractive severa moons ago,
and it wasadigtinct thrill to see him responding, though shetruly wasn't trying to flirt. Evenif she hadn't
figured it out, Tarma had taken careto let her know acouple of days ago.

"Y ou're young, atractive, and here," sheld said bluntly. "He's young, attractive, and not very sure



of himsdlf though | doubt hesavirgin. You're afriend, so you aren't threatening. If you want to go to bed
with him, go right ahead. But make sure you're protected. " She'd been relieved-but disappointed.

"Isthat dl it is? Just-availability?'

Tarmahad shaken her heed. "Child, even if it was|love everlasting-which we both know it isnt.
He's aprince of the blood, and you're going to be acommon mercenary. He can't afford to marry you,
and you shouldn't be content with anything less. Y our potentia isenormous, or that damned sword of
Keth'swouldn't have spoken for you. Y ou have no right to fritter your life away as Prince Daren's
mistress. Y ou have things to do-so enjoy yoursdlf now, but know that when it's over, you're going to go
out and do them."

But with Daren's hand holding hers possessvely, and then Daren's arm around her shoulders as
they climbed the stairs together, it was difficult to keep Tarmas advice in mind.

Therewas another sdeto it all aswell-akind of relief. I'm dl right, I'm not she'chorne or
anything. I'm not so different from the other girls after dl. Daren wantsme, and | want him. That was not
such abad fedling, being wanted. He liked her as afriend, and wanted her as awoman-a good
combination, if she could keep it from getting serious.

Sheld followed part of Tarma's advice; she was protected. That much Lenore had taught her; the
moonflower powder al the time to control moon-days aswell as preventing pregnancy, or child-bane
afterward-though moon-flower was better for you, easier on the body.

They reached the top of the stairs, and Kero was glad that there weren't any servants, there was
no chance that they'd be interrupted or gawked at knowingly. She had the feding anything like that would
put Daren off entirely.

Shefdt overheated; flushed and excited, and with odd little fedingsin the pit of her somach and
groin.

Daren had to let go of her to get his door open, and that seemed to make him shy again; he
followed her inside without touching her and made agreet fuss of clearing off achair for her to st in.

He carefully avoided looking at the bed, and shefollowed his example, pummeling her brain for
someway to make him fed comfortable again. If it had been warmer, she would have suggested they go
out on his ba cony-his room had one, hersdidn't. But it was freezing out there, literdly; theice on the
ponds would be thick enough to skate safely on, come morning. Cold hands and feet were not conducive
to romance, and the temperature out on the balcony was likdly to chill the hottest lust.

Her throat tightened, and she flushed for no reason.

Suddenly shewas afraid, though of what, she couldn't have said. To cover thefact, sheignored
the chair and sprawled out on the shegpskin rug in front of the hearth, haf reclining against a cushion.

Tak. Say anything.

"If you could be anything in theworld," she said, Staring at the flames, as he sat down hesitantly
beside her, "What would it be? Anything at al-anything you wanted, king, mingtrel, beggar, whatever."

He thought about it; she took asidelong glance at him, and saw that hisface was set in afrown of



concentration.

"You know, | think 1'd be a merchant. I'd get to travel anywhere, see everything | ever wanted
to. I'd be arich merchant, though," he added hagtily. "So | could travel comfortably.”

She chuckled. "Like one of Tarmas proverbs. What good is seeing the wonders of the world
when you're too saddle sore to enjoy them?"

Helaughed, and relaxed alittle, Ietting his hand rest oh-so-casudly on hers. "What about you?”

"Being arich merchant would be nice," she agreed. "Buit I'd rather be the kind of person that
travels just because she wantsto. Not tied to a caravan or atrading schedule.”

"Ah," hesaid, nodding wisdly. "A spoiled dabbler."
"A what?' she said, Sitting up straight, pulling her hand away.

"A dilettante," heteased. "A brat. A-" He didn't have any chance to go on, because she hit him
withapillow.

That attack engendered awrestling match which he, heavier and stronger, was bound to
win-unless she resorted to tactics which would have ended any further plansfor the evening. But it wasa
great dedl of fun while it lasted-the more so because she discovered his one weakness, and turned the
contest into something much more even. Hewasticklish. Very ticklish, especialy down both sdesand
on the bottoms of hisfedt.

She managed to get his shoes off whiletickling his sdes. Protecting one meant that the other
weak point was vulnerable, and the moment he curled up into aball, she grabbed hisfeet and ran her
nails dong the soles. When he thrashed helplessly and got hisfeet awvay from her, hissdeswere
exposed. Before long, sheld turned the tables on him.

Shetickled him unmercifully, until they were both laughing so hard their sdes ached. Findly
neither one of them could breathe, and they tumbled together on the rug, completely unable to move.

"You-" he panted, "-chest."

"No such-thing," she replied, trying to brush her hair out of her eyeswith one hand while she held
onto his bare foot with the other. " Just-obeying-my teacher.”

"Exploiting the enemy'sweakness?' He was getting his breath back faster than shewas, and he
managed to ed around so that her head wasin hislap. "But Kero, I'm not your enemy.”

"Aren't you?' she began, when he stopped dl further conversation with akiss.

It wasin no way achaste or innocent kiss. It picked up where the last of their tentative
explorations had left off, and carried them to the logical conclusion. Kero let go of hisfoot, and groped
for thelaces of histunic. His hands did under her shirt and cupped her breasts with a gentleness that
vagudly surprised her, stroking them with his callused thumbs.

Thetunic-lacings foiled her hands, which seemed to have lost al dexterity. She broke off the kiss,
and cursed the things, he laughed, and got out of the tunic without bothering to unlaceiit, tossing it off



somewhere into the dark. The loose shirt, acopy of her own, was easy enough to dide her hands
under-which she did, holding him closer to her, fedling her blood heset at the play of muscles under his
in.

"Beadt," she said, and went back to the kiss. He sank dowly to the floor, taking her with him, his
hands moving againgt her skin under her shirt. She pushed his shirt up out of the way, the better to touch
him. Herolled over to one side to give her hands more room to roam.

Thistime he broke free with ayelp as his bare back cameinto contact with the stone floor.
"I hate cold floors," he said ruefully, as she giggled at hiswoebegone expression. Then he
scrambled to hisfeet, and pointed off into the dark. She couldn't see hisface from that angle, and she

couldn't see past the light cast by the fire, so she jumped to her feet only to find herself scooped up, and
launched across the room, to land in his bed. A moment later, he was beside her.

"Oh, my," she said, "Where do you suppose this came from?"

He didn't even bother to answer, and in amoment, she didn't redly want him to.

Shirts and breeches were everywhere, being tossed out of bed or shoved to one side. Somehow
she managed to get out of her clothing without tearing anything; he wasn't so lucky. He couldn't get the
wrigt-lacings on his shirt to untie, and with amuttered oath, he snapped them.

His hands and mouth were everywhere; well, so were hers. Every touch seemed to send atingle
al over her, seemed to make her want more.

They explored each other, alittle awkwardly sometimes; she hit him in the nose with her elbow,
once, and he knocked her head againgt the foot board. Kero hardly felt it when she collided with the
carved wood, every inch of skinfelt afire, and she was propelled by such urgent need that she could have
pursued him over the side of acliff and never noticed.

It hurt, when he took her-or she took him, whichever; she wanted him as much as he wanted her.
But it didn't hurt that much, and he was as gentle as his own need would let him be. And she began to
fed something else, something she yearned after as shameesdy asabitch in heat. Just out of reach. It
wasdl over too soon, though, and she was | eft feding asif something had been left undone; unsatisfied
and gill hungry somehow.

Sated, he just rolled happily over into the tumbled blankets, and went right to deep.

She could have killed him.

Twice

She curled up on her side, stared into the dark, and listened to him breathe. And wondered,
Wheat did | do wrong?

Later, she figured out she hadn't done anything wrong.

Practice, aswith anything el se, made both of them more proficient, better ableto please each



other. Eventudly the outcome equaed the anticipation, and neither went to deep unsatisfied.

Shefindly understood what al the fuss was about and the obsession. She understood-but shefelt
hersalf somehow apart from it; her desire was satisfied, but whatever it was that awakened rea passion
in others had not touched her.

And nothing ever quite made up for the letdown of that first night. And he never understood, or
even noticed.

Winter became spring, then seemed to run straight into autumn without pausing for summer.
There were never enough hoursin the day for everything. Kero often wondered what possessed her, to
have consented to this.

She often wondered if she were doing the right thing. She had no doubt that a conventiond life
would befar, far easier. And | wouldn't haveto rise with the sun unless | really wanted to.

The wooden practice blades were nowherein sight, which was alittle odd. Kero exchanged
puzzled glances with Daren, then looked away before the glance could devel op into anything more
inimete.

| don't know how much longer | can keep thisas" Just friends," she thought, staring at the sandy
floor of the practice ring. Grandmother was worried about me getting my heart broken, but it seemsas
though it's going to be the other way around. | redly like Daren-but-but.

Blessed Agnira, I'm acold-hearted bitch. | ought to be on my kneeswith thanksthat he'sin love
withme, or thinksheis. Ingeed, dl | can think of is"how can | pry him loose?"

On the other hand, Tarmawas right. Thereisno way | would ever be alowed to marry him. Not
that 1'd want to.

Tarmas entrance broke into her ruminations, and she looked up gratefully at her teacher. All this
thinking is making my head hurt. Daren, who had been reaching for her arm, stiffened, and pulled away a
little, and Kero breathed asigh of relief.

Tarmas eyesflicked toward Daren, though she gave no other sign that she'd noticed him moving.

"| think you're ready now for something alittle more serious,” the Shin'din said gravely. "It's
about time you both got used to handling the wegpons you're going to fight with. Not that you're going to
practice al thetime with them," she added, holding up along hand to forestd| any questions, "But you're
going to beworking out at least acandle mark every day with them. | can approximate the weight and
balance of your real wegponswith your practice swords, but | can't duplicate it-and your bodies will
know the difference.” She handed Daren along-sword, two-edged, but with apoint aswell. The blade
was magnificent, and thejewd in the hilt, aruby so dark asto be nearly black, was worth Kero and all of
her family combined.

For her part, she took up Need with a certain amount of trepidation. Although shefet akind of
tingle when shefirgt set hand to hilt, the sword showed no other signs of life. Which suited her very well.
Over the course of that single night, sheld had her fill of being the tool instead of the wielder.



"Tama," she said, hesitantly. "Isthisagood idea? | mean, | thought | was supposed to be
learning swordsmanship, but if I'm going to use Need-" Tarmachuckled.

"Don't worry about it. First off, you'll be bouting against me, not Daren, and shewon't let you
harm awoman. Secondly, she worksin peculiar ways. Now that you've established your tdentsasa
swordswoman shelll never help you fight again. Ah, but magic now, that's where shelll protect you. So far
as | know, thereisn't amagicker in the world can harm you while you hold her."

"So that'show it works," she murmured without thinking.

"Exactly. That'swhy she did both for you when you went after Lordan's bride; you were neither
fish nor fowl yet." Tarmagrinned.

"Now, since she'sno more than avery good blade in your hands-defend yourself, girl!"

Blessed Agnira, it's been along day. Kero hung her sword initsrack, pulled her armor off and
draped it over its stand, and stretched. Tarmawas right about having to get used to Need'sweight and
balance. Theresadigtinct difference between her and that practice blade. She stretched again, reaching
for the ceiling, feding shoulders pop. That hot bath is going to fed so-She started for the bathing
chamber-and redlized shewas till holding her sword.

That's odd. She frowned. | could have sworn | hung her up. She turned back toward the wall
rack, and tried to place the sword inits cradle. Tried. She couldn't make her hands let go.

"Oh, no you don't,"” she muttered. "Y ou've done that to me once. No more.”
She put the sword in the rack, and concentrated on freeing her left hand, one finger a atime.

Let. Go. Of. Me. She stared at her hand asif it didn't belong to her, concentrating until she had a
headache, a sharp pain right between her eyebrows.

One by one, sheloosened her fingers; one by one she pried them off the scabbard. As she
released thelast of them, shefelt something in the back of her mind stretch, and snap.

She pulled her right hand away, quickly, before the sword could take control of her again.

"I'll thank you to keep your notionsto yoursdf," shetold it frogtily, ignoring the incongruity of
talking to an inanimate object. Then she turned, and walked ddliberately back to the bathing chamber.
She "heard” something, as she"heard" thoughts, faint and at the very edge of her abilitiesto senseit. It
sounded like someone grumbling in her deep ... disturbed, but not awakened.

Sheignored it and drew her bath. Whatever it was, it went away while she was undressing, and
by the time she did into the hot water she wondered if shed only imagined it.

But as shelay back, relaxing, she began to fed akind of pull on her mind, asif something had
hold of her and wastrying to tug her in aparticular direction.

Since the direction was her bedroom, she had no doubt who that "'someone” was.



Sheignored it, and it grew more persistent; then painful, like a headache in the back of her skull.
Stop that, she thought sharply, dtting up in the bath. The pain eased off, but the tugging was till there.
She sat back and thought for afew moments, then she put up her very best shidds, the shieldseven
Warrl had not been able to break through.

The tugging stopped. She waited for several moments, but whatever the sword was doing did not
seem to be able to penetrate the shielding.

Y ou ruled my grandmother, sword. Y ou're not going to rule me. She closed her eyes, leaned
back again, and let the bath relax al her musclesfor her.

Findly the water cooled, and she felt relaxed enough to deep. She opened her eyes and stared at
thewall, thinking. | can't keep shiddslikethisup forever. If I'm lucky, | won't haveto. If I'm not, though,
thisisgoing to be an interesting little power struggle.

Shelowered her shidds, dowly, waiting for the sword to resumeitsinsstent nagging. Y ou may
be older, with all manner of magic behind you, she thought at it, but I'll bet I'm alot more stubborn than
you are.

Nothing. It'sagood thing Daren wastoo tired after practice to be interested in bed games
tonight.

Shewaited for amoment, then | eft the shields down and climbed out of her bath. Thisistoo
easy. It'snot going to let me off thiseasily. She dried hersdlf, and went back into her room to lie down on
the bed. If | were Need, what would | do? A straight-on attempt didn't work anytime she starts on me
again, | can bring my shields up and block her out. So the next logica move would be to try something
subtle.

It occurred to her, as she pulled the covers up a bit tighter around her ears, that it was possible
she had inadvertently weakened the sword's hold on her by not using it during the first few moons shed
owned it.

Those books of Grandmother's-they had something about soul-bonding in them. | think | il
have them, in fact. She Sghed. The bed was so warm-and the room was aready getting chilly. And she
was so awfully tired.... Still-1 need the information more than | need the deep. She gritted her teeth and
flung back the coversresolutely, flinching as she swung her legs over and put her feet on the cold floor.
At least the Tower was heated alot better than the Keep. There, this deeply into winter, she could put a
mug of water down beside her bed, and it would be frozen al the way to the bottom by morning.

She wrapped hersalf up in arobe, groped for the candle on the table beside the bed, and took it
to the fireplace. She scraped away enough of the ash to expose acod and lit her candle at it.

The books were right where she thought she'd left them; pushed into the corner of the bookcase
next to her desk, ignored in favor of the volumes on the history of warfare and strategy and tactics that
Tarmahad given her to read. She'd been working her way through them with the interest and enthusiasm
she hadn't been able to muster for the books of poetry and history her tutors had assigned her.

| think it was the red one, she decided, studying them as shetried to recal which one held the
information she wanted. But-oh, never mind. Ther€'re only three of them. If there was one thing that
studying under Tarmahad taught her, was never to discard abook. Y ou never knew when something in
it-even in so innocuous avolume as a book of poetry-could prove useful.



She pulled them out and scurried back to bed with them, putting the candle-holder beside the
bed, and pulling the blankets up over her legs.

She began leafing through the first book, looking for the section on enchanted objects and
soul-bonding. It was where she remembered it, and she read it carefully thistime, paying special attention
to anything that might apply to Need.

Findly she closed the book, put all three of them on the table, and blew out the candle. She
turned over onto her side and watched the embers glowing in the hearth, while she thought about what
she had read.

It seemed that, by her determination to learn sword work on her own, she had inadvertently
weakened the blade's hold on her. According to severa sources quoted in that book, the first few moons
werethe critical onesin asoul-bonding. Close physica proximity was required after theinitial contact, as
well asfrequent use of the object in question.

So by hanging her on the wall, and not touching her, | kept her from getting the hold on me that
she had on my grandmother. And probably everyone else that had her over the past however-many
years.

So the soul-bond had been set in, but lightly. Had Kero been a
magjic-user, this could have been an unfortunate Situation. It might
even have been adisaster, depending on how much the magic-user in
question was likely to depend on the sword's ahility to take over and
provide fighting expertise. It was probably just aswell that Kethry
had been deeply soul-bonded to the thing, given some of the stories
Kero had heard from her, and from Tarma.

But to protect Kero from magic, it Smply needed to bein physica proximity to her. Which meant
it probably didn't need to be bonded to her at al. Except that it wantsto know just who it's fighting for.
And it probably needs to have some kind of bond to make sure it can protect the bearer at al levels. But
it'sgot alight bond, so to protect me, now, it's got everything it hasto have,

It probably wasn't going to like that, though. Given what Kethry told her about the way the
sword had behaved in the past.... I'll bet it's going to fight me, trying to get what it wants.

I'm not going to givein. Now, | wonder-should | givethisthing up?If | can.... Kethry had never
said anything about the sword deciding to switch owners before the present owner was ready to loseit.

It could happen. All it would have to do would be to decide that it doesn't want to protect me
right at the moment some sorcerer has me targeted. Well, that was true enough-except that would also
be violating the blade's own purpose.

Given that it'srefused to work against somefairly nasty characters Smply because they were
female, | don't think it'slikely to drop mein the middle of danger. That till didn't answer the question of
whether or not she wanted to berid of the thing.

| don't think so. It'stoo valuable. And-1 don't mind paying for that value with alittle dtruistic
work now and again. Truth to tell, it's something I'd probably do on my own anyway. The sword isjust
going to tell me when it needs to be done, and who needs help.



It was getting harder and harder to keep her eyes open, especidly since there didn't seemto bea
good reason to stay awake any longer.

But as she drifted away into deep, she couldn't help but wonder just how much of afight the
sword was going to give her. And who was going to come out the victor.

The next four weeks were a congtant reminder that a Potent Shin'din curse was, "May your life
beinteresting. "

The moment shefdl adeep a night, she dreamed.

Vivid, colorful dreams of women in peril, in which she rode up, and put their peril to rout.
Dreams of alife on the move, in which dl innkeeperswere friendly, al companions amusing, dl weether
perfect-in short, alife straight out of the ballads.

Finally, on Warrl's advice, shetook the sword down off the wall, and unshesathed it. With it held
in both her hands, she thought directly at it, unshielded.

I'm not thirteen, and you're not going to gull me with hero-tales, shetold it firmly. Save them for
mingrelsand little children.

Wasit her imagination, or did she hear asigh of disappointment as she hung the blade back up
onthewdl|?

In any event, the dreams ended, only to be replaced by darkly redistic ones. Night after night,
shewaswitnessto dl the evil that could beinflicted on women by men. Abuse and misuse, emotionad and
physical; rape, murder, torture. Evil working in subtler fashion; marriages that proved to be no more than
legdized davery, and the careful manipulation of abright and sengtive mind until its owner truly believed
with al her heart in her own worthlessness. Betraya, not once, but many times over. All the hurts that
could beinflicted when one person loved someone who in turn loved no one but himself.

Thiswas hardly restful.

And during the day, any time she was not completely shielded, the sword manipulated her
emotiond state, making her restless, inflaming her with the desire to be out and on the move.

But she wasn't ready, and she knew it. Even if the blade didn't.

Every day meant fighting the same battle-or rather, mental wrestling match-over and over; the
sword saying "Go," and Kero replying "NO."

And to add the proper final touch, Daren was al-too obvioudy becoming more and more
infatuated with her.

And infatuation was al that it was, Kero was pretty certain of that. She had along talk with her
grandmother about the differences between love and lesser emotions, and to her mind, Daren did not
evidence anything other than a blind groping after someone he thought was the answer to dl hisemotiona
needs.



Or as Tarma put it, much more bluntly, "He's barely weaned, and you're amature doe. Inyou, he
gets both mate and mama. | hate to put it that way, child, but emotionally you're years ahead of him....
Y oung Darenisnt in love with you, little hawk, he'sin love with love."

Kero hadn't said anything, but sheld privatdly felt Tarmahad wrapped the entire Situation up in
one neat package. Daren would make someone avery good husbhand when he grew up. She wasfairly
certain that when he did o, it would happen al at once-but hed have to be forced into the situation.

Meanwhile, he wasn't going to. Not with someone like her around. He was making some hints
that had her rather disturbed, hints she hadn't confided to anyone. Hints that he would be willing to
actualy marry her, if that was the only way he could keep her. Asif he thought she could be kept! That
was keeping her awake at night as much as the dreams were.

Then, one night, he did more than hint. He told her that he would talk to his father about
ennobling her if sheld just comewith him to the Court. And there was only one reason for him to make
that offer that she knew of. He was serious about her.

And she didn't love him. She liked him well enough, but her answer to the question "Could you
live without him?* was most decidedly "yes." If heleft tomorrow and she never saw him again, shewould
miss him, but she'd go right back to her sword-practice without a second thought, and her deep would
hardly be plagued by dreams and longing.

She got up early the next morning, after aparticularly bad night, to pace the cold floor and try to
get herself sorted out. It was at least acandle mark till dawn, but shejust couldn't lie there in bed
anymore. Shelit the candle and got dressed in the chill pre-morning air, and began waking the length of
her room, pacing it out as carefully asif she was measuring it.

| like Daren, she thought, rubbing her armsto warm them. He's clever, he'sintelligent, he's
flexible-he's not bad in bed, either. He wouldn't ever hurt me ddliberately.

But the sword hed filled her few deeping hours with somefairly horrific scenes. And if she
married Daren, there was no way she could do anything about problems like the ones the sword was
showing her.

The princeswife just can't go riding off whenever the mood takes her. In fact, | doubt very much
that the prince's wife would be able to enjoy half the freedom Kerowyn does.

That'sredly what it came down to: privilege, or freedom? Therelief of being "like every other
girl," or the excitement of being like no one el se, of setting her own standards? Power and wedlth, or the
ability to, now and again, right awrong?

If she married Daren, she would never again be ableto totaly be hersdlf. If shedidn't, shed
spend the rest of her life keeping her head above water, and wondering if the next sword thrust, the next
arrow, was Death's messenger.

Security, or liberty?

It was enough to give anyone a headache, and she had an incredible one, when, in the
pearly-gray moment of pre-dawn, someone tapped lightly on her door.



She nearly tripped over her own feet in her haste to answer it; she was expecting Tarma, but it
was Daren.

He was white and shaking, and from the tear streaks on hisface and his reddened eyes, held
been crying. Hetried to compose himsalf, his upper lip still quivering as hetried to bresthe more camly.

Kero stood, frozen, with her hand gtill on the door latch. She couldn't even begin to imagine why
Daren would look thisway; surely he hadn't been upsetting himsdlf that much over her, had he? But his
next words told her everything she needed to know.

"Kero-" he said, hoarsdly, astears began to trickle down hisface once again. "Kero, it'smy
father's dead.”

Ten

For one long moment, she couldn't seem to do anything but stand there stupidly, staring at him.
Then his shoulders began to shake with silent sobs, and she reacted automaticaly, pulling him insde,
taking him over to the bed and getting him to st down on the sde of it.

"What happened?’ she asked, bewildered. Last shed heard, the King was in excellent hedlth,
and Prince Thand had been safely married off to the Queen of Vademar.

Dear heavens, that was over ayear ago. Closer to two. Daren expected to be called home then,
but it didn't happen, and that was when he started making hints about getting me ennobled. Have we
been here that long?

Shetdlied up the seasonsin her mind, and realized with abit of shock that she had been Tarmas
pupil for over three years. She glanced reflexively at the mirror built into the wardrobe, and the Kerowyn
that looked back at her, hard, lean, eyes wide with surprise, was nothing like theill-trained girl that had
arived here.

Never mind that. Right now | have to get some sense out of Daren. She held Daren againgt her
shoulder and let him cry himsalf out; that was the best thing she could do for him right now. Asthe pink
light of dawn filled the room, he got alittle better control over himsdf, and groped after a handkerchief.
Asusud, heéd forgotten one.

Sheld never been quite so conscious before of the fact that he was younger than she by at least a
year. At thismoment he felt more like her brother than her lover.

"Th-thanel," he sammered at last. "It was dll Thand. He'sdead. A week or so ago. Hetried to
murder hiswife"

Hewhat? But hiswife- "Hetried to assassinate the Queen of Vademar?' she exclaimed.
"Dearest gods-but what does that have to do with your father?"

"When they told Father, he-l don't know, something happened. Maybe his heart g-g-gave out on
him. Ther€'s abranch of Kethry's mage-school not far from the capital; they sent word there and one of
the mages sent word to Kethry and she w-w-woke me."

He choked up again, and couldn't get anything more past histears. She patted his back absently,
one part of her intent on comforting him as best she could, but the rest of her mind putting together al the



possible ramifications.

Vademar isn't particularly warlike, and they just finished that mess with the Tedrel Companies.
Tedrel Companies, indeed. Trust Karseto find an entire nation of low-life scum, and hirethem on as
free-lancers, then complain when VVademar routs them and they turn back on Karseto loot their way
home. Serves them right-She gave hersdf amental shake and got back on theright trail. But that was just
before Daren came. Vademar took some pretty severe losses, and they can't possibly have recovered
enough to declare war.

Right. So-Thand triesto take out hiswife, | assume o that he can take the throne. He must have
failed. | need to know who caught him and what they did with him. The King gets the news, and
promptly collapses, then dies, which puts Thanel's brother on the throne ... no love lost there, which
means he could possibly placate Vademar.

Damn. | need to know how Thand tried, and whether or not he had any help, either from here,
or frominsde Vademar itsalf. Shetried to calm Daren down alittle, but he wasincoherent;

She hadn't redized he cared that much for hisfather. So she just held him close, rocking him
back and forth alittle; it ft like theright thing to do, and it seemed to soothe him aswell. He didn't utter
asound after she stopped asking him questions, and that made her heart ache dl the more for him. Those
dlent sobs bespoke more emotiona pain than she had ever et in her life.... Finaly he stopped trembling;
the storm of voiceless weeping that shook him went the way of al storms. She continued to hold him until
shefdt alittle resstance, asif he wanted to pull away from her. Then shelet him go, and he dowly raised
his head from her shoulder.

Sun streamed in Kero'swindow; ironicaly, it was going to be a beautiful day, but al prospect of
enjoying it had just flown with the migrating birds. Daren winced away from the light, hiseyes
dark-circled, swollen and red, hisface still white as the snow outside.

"I think you should get somerest," Kero said quietly. "I know you don't think you'll be able to
deep, but you should at least go lie down for awhile.”

He bristled alittle, which she took asagood sign. At least he wasn't going to fal over heplesdy
and let her take charge of hislife.

"Redlly, if you don' at least go put a cold cloth on your eyes, you aren't going to be able to see
out of them, sheingsted. Finally, he nodded, and stood up.

"Youll come get meif you hear anything, won't you?"

He seemed to betaking it for granted that she would be with her grandmother and Tarma. That
was asgood an ideaas any.

"I will," she promised, and got up to lead him out the door.

They parted company at his door, and she raced down the hall to the stairs, then took the
gtairway down asfast as she could without killing herself.

The common room was empty, but there was light coming from under the door leading to
Kethry's "working rooms." Kero hesitated amoment, torn by the need to find out more information, and
her reluctance to pass that doorway. Findly curiosity won out, and she tried the latch.



The door swung open at atouch, and Kero pushed it aside. At the far end of the room, Kethry
was seated at asmall, marble-topped table, bent over alarge black bowl, and Tarma sat beside her, face
utterly impassive.

Therewas alight source insde the bowl itself; Kethry'sface wasilluminated softly from below,
her unbound silver hair forming a soft cloud about her head. Kero coughed ddlicately; Kethry ignored
her, but Tarmalooked up and motioned to her to join them. She picked her way gingerly acrossthe
cluttered room.

She was never entirely sure how much of the clutter was of magica use, and how much was
smply junk, relegated here to be stored. That huge, draped mirror, for instance-or the suit of armor that
couldn't possibly have fit anything human, or even dive, snce the hdm was welded to the shoulders and
the face-plate welded shut besides.

Mostly shetried not to look at much of anything. There were some stuffed animals-she thought
they were animals on shelves dong the walls; shapesthat didn't bear too close an ingpection if one
wanted pleasant dreams.

As she neared the two women, she saw that there was movement down in the bottom of that
bowl; the light eddied and changed, casting odd little shadows across Kethry'sface. When shefindly
reached them, she saw with astart of astonishment that there was atiny man looking up at Kethry from
the bowl, gesturing from time to time and making the light change. Behind the man was akind of glowing
rose-colored mist, and the light appeared to be coming from that soft and lambent haze, "1t'sonly an
image,” Tarmasaid softly, as Kero got astool and placed it beside her.

"It'sKeth's son, your uncle Jendar.”

"-s0, according to the Herald, the prince had been part of this conspiracy for some time. One of
the other Heralds, their Weaponsmaster, somehow got wind of the assassination attempt, and when
Sdlenay rode out for her exercise, hetook agroup of young warriorswith him and followed her at a
discreet distance. So when the conspirators ambushed her, they got something of asurprisefirst of al,
none of them expected Selenay to be much of afighter, second, they didn't expect the rescue party.
Thand wasfataly injured during the fight. He died a couple of candle markslater.”

"That'sjust aswell," Kethry replied, her posture raxing just abit. "Isthere any sign that Thand
might have gotten any help from Rethwe lan?

"None that anyone there has come up with, and no one at Court seems very inclined to look for it
rHe.ll

The bearded figure cocked his head to one Sde, a gesture that made him look very like his
mother.

"Mother, do you want meto look into it?"

"No, not redly," shereplied. "I'd just as soon leave that to Vademar. At thispoint it isn't athreat
to Rethwellan or theroya family, and | hope you'l forgive mefor being insular, but that'sredlly dl | care
about.

Jendar shook his head. "If you insist. | will have to admit that I'd just as soon not deal too closely



with the heralds. They're well-intentioned, and really good people on the whole, but they're too intense
for my taste. Too much like you when that sword wanted you to do something.”

"And the onetime | wasin Vademar was enough for me," shereplied. "I'm glad | wasjust barely
across the border. Have you ever been there?"

He shivered.

"Once, likeyou, just barely acrossthe border. | kept fedling eyes on the back of my neck, but
when I'd try to find out what was watching me, | could never find anything. | got the feding that whatever
itwas, it was very unfriendly, and | had no intention of staying around to find out what it was and why it
fdt that way.

"It getsworse if you work any magic,” she replied soberly. "Quite abit worse. By theway, thisis
your niece, Kero."

Thetiny man peered up at Kero out of the depths of the bowl.

"Lookslike shetakes after the Shin'din sde," he said, with what Kero assumed was asmile of
approva. "Kero, if you are ever in Great Harsey, look us up. The school isjust above the town, on the
only hill within miles. We're not hard to find, therere only about forty of us here, but the town itself
doesn't number above two hundred.”

She swallowed, with some difficulty. "Uh-thank you. I-uh-I'll be sureto do that."
The man laughed merrily, and Kero saw then that he had his mother's emerad-green eyes.
"Just like every other fighter I've ever met-show her magic, and she curls up and wilts."

"Y es, and what do you do when someone has asword point at your throat?' Kethry retorted
with ahint of tired good humor.

"I do my best to make sure I'm never in that particular Stuation, Mother dear,” he replied.

"So far that strategy has worked quite well. Kero, child, if magic bothersyou, | suggest you try
Vademar. They seem to have some kind of prohibition againgt it up there. In fact,” he continued
thoughtfully, "I seem to have one demon of atime even mentioning magic to them. Don't know why. It
might be interesting to see what happens to Mother's nag of asword north of the border.”

"That's an experiment I'd rather not seetried,” Kethry told him. "Isthat al you have for us?'

"That'sdl for now," Jendar said, dropping back into aserious mode. "I'll contact you the usua
way if anything more comes up. | know they'll want the young man here as soon as possible; get him on
the road tomorrow, if you can. Y ou might tell him, if he seemsinterested, that hisbrother is definitely
assigning himto the retinue of the Lord Martia with aview to making him Lord Martia in afew years. I'd
guessthree years at the most; the poor old war-horseis on hislast legs, and losing Jad has done
something to him. He waslooking particularly tottery thismorning. Tarma, | hope the young manisup to
the challenge.”

"Hesuptoit," shesad firmly. "l wouldn't turn him looseif hewasn't. Remember, | held him back
when Thand went north because he wasn't ready.”



"Good enough, I'll let the word legk into the Council. Take care, Mother. " The man bowed
once, and thelight in the bowl winked out.

Kethry raised her head, dowly, asif it felt very heavy.

"Thank the Windlady I'm an Adept," she said fedingly. "The Pool of Imaging took it out of me
when | wasyoung. | hate to think what I'd be fedling like these days."

What-oh, right. Adepts can pull on energy outside themsalves to work magic, Kero
remembered. Learning the capabiilities of the various level s of mages was something both Kethry and
Tarmahad inssted she and Daren learn.

"Knowing what your enemy's mages can and can't do may help you win afight with aminimum of
shed blood," Tarmahad stressed.

"Daren, that blood should be as precious to you as your own, if only because each fighter lost is
asubject lost-K ero, you're talking about the fighters to whom you are obligated in every way, and they in
turn are your livelihood, so afighter lost may well represent next year'sincomelost. Sounds cold, |
know, but you have to keep dl of that in mind."

"What wasthat?' Kero asked carefully.

It'saspel only Masters and Adepts can use,” Kethry said, pulling her hair off her forehead and
confining it with acomb. She looked terribly tired, and her eyes were asred as Daren's had been. "It's
basi caly a peacetime communication spdl-it'sdraining, it's as obvious as setting off fireworks, and it
leaves both parties open to attack. But the advantages far outweigh the disadvantages to my way of
thinking."

"Y ou can talk to the other person as easly asif you were face-to-face," Kero said wonderingly.
"l had no ideathat was possible.”

"Like agreat many spells, it's one we tend to keep quiet about, " Kethry told her with awry twist
to her lips. There are afair number of war-leaders out there who wouldn't care how dangerous the spell
wasto the cadter, if that was the kind of communication they could get.”

"| can seethat-wasthat redly my uncle?'

"In the flesh-s0 to speak-and kicking,” Tarmasaid. "He's the one that took over your mother's
White Winds school and moved it up near the capital. He's got afair number of friends on the Rethwellan
Grand Council, s0 as soon as anything happens, he knows about it. Useful sort of relative.”

"l just wish hewas alittlelessinterested in politics, and morein the school,” Kethry said abit
sharply.

"One of these days he's going to back the wrong man.”

"Maybe," Tarmareplied evenly. "Maybe not. He has unholy luck, your son. And he'stwice as
clever asyou and me put together. Besides, you know aswell as| do that to keep the school neutral the
head hasto play politics with the best of them. The only reason you survived down there was because
you were protected by the crown, and if that wasn't playing palitics, what iS?"



"l yield," Kethry sghed. "Youreright, asusud. It'sjust that | hate politics.”
"Hate them dl you want, so long asyou play them right, " Tarmareplied.

"All right, little hawk," she continued, turning to Kero, "Now you know as much as we do. Need
anything d<s?'

Tarmahadn't said anything, nor had Kethry, but Kero sensed that they wanted to be aone. She
had no idea how well they had known the King, but he had been Tarmas pupil, and they had known his
fether very well.

All things consdered, it was probably time for a delicate withdrawal.
"I don't think s0," she said. "Thank you."
"How'sthelad?' Tarmaasked as sheturned to leave.

"He's probably falen adeep by now," she said, recdling that sheld left him sprawled over hisbed
in agtate of exhausted numbness. "I think hell do alittle better knowing Faram wants him. From what
he'ssaid, he'salot closer to his brother than hewasto hisfather.”

"Not surprising,” Tarmasaid crypticaly. "Well, I'll let him know the newswhen he wakes up.”

That was adefinite dismissa, and Kero left as quickly as she could without actudly hurrying. It
was with acertain rdlief that she closed the door on Kethry's workroom.

She walked dowly toward thefireplace, feding a something of alossfor what to do next. She
was the only person in the Tower-except, perhaps, for the seldom seen servants-who was | eft entirely
untouched by the King's death. Untouched, though not unaffected, for this affected Daren-She went up
to her room, pulled achair up to her window, and sat gazing out her window at the snowcovered
meadow below the Tower, not redlly thinking, just letting her mind roam. She sat theretherest of the
morning and on into the afternoon, before thoughts crystalized out of her musings. Uncomfortable
thoughts.

The King was cdling in his brother, and Daren would be leaving in the morning, which Ieft her the
only student at the Tower. There wasn't much more that Tarma could teach her now that she wouldn't
learn just as quickly through experience. There were things she needed to learn now that only experience
and making her own mistakes would teach her.

In short, it wastimefor her to leave aswell. Leaving. Going out on my own. The thought was
frightening. Pardyzing.

At that moment, someone tapped on her door, shaking her out of her trance.

"Yes?' shesad il partidly caught in her web of thoughts, and the visitor opened the door
dowly and cautioudly.

"Kero?' Daren said softly, shaking her the rest of theway out of her inertia.

"Comein." Sheturned away from the window, searching hisface, though sheredly didn't know



what she waslooking for.
"Areyou-"
"I'mdl right," he said, walking toward her, dowly.

Ashisface cameinto the light, she saw that he looked a great deal camer. In fact, helooked as
if he had cometo termswith the news, and with his own fedlings.

"I redlly am. They told methat Faram wants me home." Ashe said that, hisface changed, and
there was hope and a bit of excitement beneath the mourning. "That-1 waskind of afraid Faram had
forgotten me," he said shyly. "It would be awfully easy to. And-and | thought, he's had one brother turn
on him, he might not trust me anymore ether. | wouldn't blame him, you know, and neither would anyone
else I'd betempted, if | werein hisplace, and | knew he was safely tucked out of the way with two of
my father's old friends keeping an eye on him. | thought that might even be the reason Father sent me out
herein thefirst place, to get me out of the way, with someone he trusted making sure | didn't turn traitor
on him. | thought maybe that was why he didn't send for me when Thanel went off to Vademar.”

Kero nodded, dowly. That was sound reasoning; in fact, in his place, she'd probably have
suspected the same thing.

"But Faram wants me. More than that, he wants me to apprentice to the Lord Martia.” There
was suppressed excitement in hisvoice, and alight in hiseyesIt'sjust about everything | ever dreamed
of, Kero-"

"And you deserveit," sheinterrupted him, with as much emphasis as she could mudter.

"Y ou've worked for it; you've earned it. Tarmahersdf would be thefirgt to tell you that.”

"And now you can comewith me," he continued, asif he hadn't heard her. "There's nothing
stopping me from having you with me. Faram studied under Tarma, he knows Kethry, we won't even
have to go through that nonsense of getting you ennobled so we can be married-"

Married?

"Whoa" she said sharply. "Who said anything about getting married?"

That brought him to a sudden halt. His eyes widened in surprise a her vehemence.

"| thought that was what you wanted!" he said, in innocent surprise. "'l want you with me,
Kero-thereisn't anyone else I'd rather be married to-™

"Do you want me enough to have me apprenticed alongside you?' she asked pointedly.
He stared at her in shock, asif he could not believe what she was saying.

"Y ou know that wouldn't be possible!" he exclamed. "Y oureagirl! Women can't do thingslike
thet!"

"I'myour equa in blade and on horseback,” she replied with rising heat. "I'm your better with a
bow and with tactics. Why shouldn't | work at your Sde?!



"Becauseyou'reagirl!" he spluttered. "Y ou can't possibly-it just isn't done-no one would permit

"Well, what would | be ableto do?' she asked. "Sit on the Council? Act as military advisor?”'

"Of course not!" He was shocked-despite dl their talking, al the things they had done
together-by the very idea. Not so enlightened as we appeared to be, hmm?

"Wdl, will I be ableto keep intraining?' Shewaited for him to answer, and didn't much care for
hislong slence. "All right, what will | be ableto do?'

"Ride some, and hunt-gented hunting, with hawk and alight bow," he said, obvioudy without
thinking. "Nothing like the kind of hunting we have been doing here. No boar, no deer, good gods, that
would send haf the Court into gpoplexy! Y ou can't offend them."”

"In other words, | wouldn't be able to do asingle damned thing that I've been trained and
working at for the past three years," she pointed out bitterly. "I can't offend them-by 'them' | assume you
mean the men-by competing with them. Y ou want meto give up everything I've worked for dl thistime,
and even my recregtions.”

"You could advise mein private," he said hagtily. "1 need that, Kero, just like | need you! And we
could practice together."

"In private, so no one would know your lady wife can beat the breeches off you two times out of
three" she said acidly, ddiberatdy telling the truth in the most hurtful way possible.”

"Of course, in private?' he replied angrily. ™Y ou can't do things like that where people can find
out about them! After dl, you won't be acommon mercenary. Do you think | want anyone to know-"

"That I'm your equa, and their superior. How good | am." She stood up. "In short, you want a
combination of toy soldier and expensive whore; your delicate lady in public and whatever ese you want
out of mein private, with no opinions or thoughts of my own-except in private. Thank you, no. | told you
that night we firgt talked that | wasn't prepared to sall anything other than my sword. That hasn't changed,
Daren. And itisn't likely to."

Sheroseto her feet and stalked toward the door, so angry that she no longer trusted her temper
with him and only wanted to be away from him so she wouldn't say or do anything worse than she
already had. She grabbed her cloak as she passed the door, and he made no move to stop her.

She waswalking so fast, and was so blind with suppressed fury, that she didn't redize until she
was down in the dimly lit stables and on her way out the tunnd to the rear entrance that she had also
snatched up Need on her way out.

She paused. For one moment that startled and darmed her. Was the sword controlling her-had
she s0 logt her temper that sheld lost her protections againgt its meddling?

Then common sense reasserted itsalf. Just good reactions, she decided. Findly I've gotten to the
point where, when | head out of my room, | snag aweapon without thinking about it. She flung the cloak
over her shoulders, fastened the clasp at her throat, and belted the sword beneath it. Doesn't it just figure,
she thought angrily, as she strode out into the chill late-afternoon sunlight, that when | finally get to the



point that I'm reacting like a professond fighter, Daren pullsthis on me? Offering me anything | want-as
long as| don't do anything that embarrasses him. Like act like a human being capable of thinking for
hersdif.

Another thought occurred to her, as she pictured the kind of pampered pet Daren seemed to
want her to become.

Diernawould have given her soul for an opportunity like this. Suddenly she stopped dead in her
tracks, just outside the hidden entrance to the stables, the wind molding her cloak tight to her body. So
what's wrong with me? Why don't | want thiseasy life on a platter?

She shivered, and pulled the cloak closer about her as another whip of breeze nipped at her.
Why am | going out to fight for aliving? Why do | want to? What kind of fool am |, anyway?

She resumed her walk, but at amuch dower pace. She paced the hard-packed path through the
forest with her head down, eyesfixed on the frozen snow, but not redlly seeing it. If he's offering thisto
me, it pretty much negateswhat | first told him, that I'm going to be a mercenary because no oneisgoing
to keep me fed and clothed-he's offering that. | don't have to do this. So why do | ill want to?

She raised her head and looked around, half hoping for some kind of omen or answer. There
were no answers coming from the silent forest, only the mocking echoes of crowsin the distance and the
steady creaking of snow underfoot. There were no answers written against the sky by the bare, black
branches, and no revel ations from the clouds, either. She waked onward, following the familiar path to
theriver out of habit, her nose and feet growing numb and chill.

Wil, she decided findly, | suppose onereason isthat I'm good at fighting. It would be adamned
shameto let that talent go to waste. It would be stupidity to let someone else do thejob who isn't as
good at it as| am.... Thewind died to nothing, and her cloak weighed down her shoulders asif
embodying dl of her troubles. That thought led obliquely to another. I'm good at fighting. Of course, it
would be niceif there wasn't any fighting, if banditswould stop raiding, and people would stop making
war on each other, and everyone could live in peace.

But that isn't going to happen in my lifetime-probably not for along, long time. So it makes sense
for people who are good at fighting to go out and do it-because if they're good at it, that meansthe
fewest number of other people die.

That was essentidly what Tarmahad said to both of them, ahundred times over; that her job and
Daren'swasto |learn everything they could about advance planning, to protect those serving with and
under them, to keep their casuaties to an absolute minimum.

But there are going to be people like bandits, like the Karsites, who don't care how many people
die. People with no conscience, no honor. | know that alot of folk think meres don't have ether-but if
that's true, then why the Codes?

It was dl beginning to come together, to make avague sort of sense. She stopped again, and
squinted her eyes againgt the westering sun. There's dways going to be fighting. | can't seethe world
turning suddenly peaceful in my lifetime. People of honor have to be apart of that, becauseif they aren't,
the only ones fighting will be the oneswho don't care, who have no honor, and no concern for how many
othersdie. Right. That'swhy I'm doing this. In afunny kind of way, it'sto protect the Diernas and
Lordans, the people who would bethevictims. Evenif I'm getting paid to do it, it's still protecting them.



Becauseif dl the fighting is done by people with no conscience, there won't be any safety
anywhere for the people who only want peace.

That was the answer she was looking for. She felt tension leaving her, as she turned her back on
the setting sun, and headed home with her shadow reaching out before her, black against the blue-tinged
show.

I'm good now, but | have to become very good. Specia, so specid that | can pick my Company
and my Captain, pick someone with a Company so good he can choose when he won't take a job,
becauseit'sfor the wrong side and the wrong causes. Just like Grandmother and Tarmadid.

And that was why she wouldn't give in to Daren, and to what he was offering. Thelove hewas
offering came with restrictions, restrictions on what made her unique. If hetruly loved what she was,
rather than what he thought he saw, he would never have placed those restrictions on her.

And last of dl, | don't love him, she thought soberly. | like him, but that's not enough.

If shetook him up on his offer of marriage, she would be offering him consderably lessthan true
coin. Shedidn't love him, shedidn't think she could ever learn to love him. In time, she might even come
to hate him for the lie he was making her live.

Wheat if one day he outgrew thisinfatuation, and found someone heredly did love? That would
be atragedy as horrible as anything in any of the romantic ballads. Worse, redly; there they'd be, living
doublelies, and trapped in the agreements they'd made when neither of them wasthinking particularly
Clearly.

What if shefound someone? But that notion made her grin, sardonicdly. Right. Mein love.
About aslikely as having my horse decide to talk to me. | may not be sheichorne, but | don't think there's
been aman born that could be my partner, and | won't settle for anything less than that.

No, liking Daren was entirely the wrong reason to go through with this charade of his. It would
bejust asfase as putting on adress and pretending to be something she wasn't for the sake of
appearances. And it wasironic that the things that made her so different and that he now deplored-were
the things that had attracted him to her in thefirst place.

If he wants awoman to be different, why does he want her to be the same as every other
woman? she asked hersdlf, as she stood just insde the stable door, waiting for her eyesto adjust to the
dimnessinsde. Men. Why can't they ever learnto think logically?

Daren found himsalf caught between anger and bewilderment.

Firg Kero stormed off and Ieft him standing in the middle of her room, torn between frustration
and feding foolish. He couldn't understand what was wrong with her; why couldn't she see that she was
going to have to adjust hersalf to what people expected of her? The world wasn't going to change just
because she was different!

Hed offered her something any woman in her right mind-and certainly every single woman at
Court-would have pledged her soul to have, and she stormed off because he'd told her the truth of the
matter, and how shewould have to change.



Hewaited for her to come to her senses and return, to apol ogize and take his hands and say she
never wanted to fight like that again. But she didn't come back, and she didn't come looking for him after
he returned to his own room. Tarma showed up, toward sunset; she looked older, somehow and he
guessed that hisfather's death had hit her pretty hard.

"Well," shesaid. "it'sofficia. Faram wants you up there yesterday, so you'd better get yoursalf
packed up. You'll need to be on the road tomorrow."

"Will | need an escort?' he asked, alittle doubtfully.
Hedidn't redly want one, and aretinue would dow him down.
Tarmashook her head.

"I don't think s0. Y ou can take care of yoursdlf quite well, youngling, and if you have any enemies
out there, they won't be looking for one man and his beasts, they'll be looking for a damned parade.”

Hesighed.

"Wadl, | guessthisisthe end of my stay here. I've-not precisdy liked it, but-Tarma, | gppreciate
al you've donefor me. | can't redly say how much, because | won't know exactly how much you've
taught me for yearsyet."

She amiled alittle. "Then youre wiser than | thought, if you've figured that out. Wise enough to
know that you'll be better off packing up now so you can leave straight away in the morning.”

"Does Kero know I'm leaving tomorrow?" he managed to get out.

Tarmalooked at him oddly for amoment, then nodded. "I told her,” the Shin'ain said, her
expression utterly deadpan. " She didn't say anything. Did you two have afight?'

He started to tell her what had happened between them, then stopped himsdlf, why, he didn't
redly know, unlessit wasjust that he didn't want anyone ese to know about this particular quarre.

"Not redly,” hesaid. "It'sjust | haven't seen her dl afternoon.. .. " Helet hiswords
trail off so that Tarmacould read whatever she wanted to in them.

She nodded. "Good-byes are abitch,” she said shortly. "Never got used to them, mysdlf. Travel
well and lightly, jel'enedra. I'll missyou.”

She gave him aquick, hard hug, and there was a suspicion of tearsin her eyes. Then sheleft him
aonein his suddenly empty room. Left him to pack the little he had that he wanted or needed to take
with him. Not the clothes, certainly, except what he needed to travel with Faram would have him ouitfitted
the moment he passed the city gatesin the finest of silk and wool, velvet and leathers. Not the books;
they were Tarma's. The weapons and armor, some notes and letters. A couple of books of hisown. His
life here had |eft him very littlein the way of kegpsakes And where was Kero? Why didn't she cometo
him?

Shedidn't gppear at his door any time that evening; he finished packing and tried to read abook,
but couldn't concentrate on the words. Finaly he took along hot bath, and drank a good half-bottle of



wineto relax. He thought about hisfather; he and Kero had that in common aswell, after the first shock,
he was having a hard time fegling the way, perhaps, he should. He hardly knew the King-he'd spent more
time away from Court than in it, mostly because of Thand. Faram had been more of afather than Jad.
The King had been the King, and word of his death was enough to shock any dutiful subject into tears. If
it had been Faram, now-He finished the bottle, tried once more to read, then gave up and climbed into
bed. He more than halfway expected Kero to drift in through his door after he blew out the candle.

She hasto come, he thought. She hasto. Sheloves me, | know she does. And our lovemaking
has always been good-once | get her in bed, | can make her see sense, | know | can.

But no; though he waited until he couldn't keep his eyes open anymore, despite tension that had
his stomach in knots and his shoulders astight as braided stedl, she didn't come.

By morning, hed finally begun to believe that she wouldn't. That held said the unforgivable.

He hadn't expected her, but as he was saddling up his old pafrey, Tarmacame down the sairs
to the stable to see him off.

He'd never had more than cursory contact with Lady Kethry, and he wasn't surprised when she
didn't appear at her partner's side, but he was unexpectedly touched to see Tarmaagain.

"Couldn't et you go without a parting gift, lad,” she said. "Y ou'll need it, too. Take Roan.”

"Take Roan?' He could hardly believeit. The gelding he'd been using was afine saddle-bred of
her Clan breeding; he was astonished and touched, and very nearly disgraced himsdlf by breaking into
tearsagain.

"Dear gods, weve got Ironheart and Hellsbane, plus a couple of mules. Hell be eating), his head
off in the stable if you don't take him." Sheled the gelding out of hisstall and tethered him beside the
palfrey. "Look at him, he'd be perfectly happy to do just that. I'd say it'syour duty to save the
overstuffed beggar from his own stomach.”

"Inthat case," hesaid, "'l guess| have no choice.”
"Never try to crossa Shin'din, boy," shetold him gravely. "We adways get our way."

"So I'velearned. " He dared to reach for her bony shoulders and hug her; shereturned it, and
they both came periloudy closeto damp eyes.

"Now get out of here before | haveto feed you again,” she said, pushing him away, gently.
"Star-Eyed bless, but the amount of provisionswe've had to put in to keep you fed! Y ou and that gelding
make amatched s&t."

It was afeeble joke, but it saved him, and he was able to take hisleave of her dry-eyed, saddle
up Roan, and ride off down the path to the road.

Then, as he stared back at the Tower, his eyes burned and stung after all. She didn't come. She
hadn't even come to say good-bye.

Heturned his back on the place resolutdly. Sheld made her choice; he had to get on with hislife.
Only hiseyeskept burning, and not al the blinking in the world would clear them. He was rubbing them



with the back of hishand, when like the ending to aballad, he heard hoofbests behind him-hoofbests he
recognized; the staccato rapping of Kero'slittle mare's feet on the hard-packed snow. He'd know that
limping gait anywhere, any time; Verenahad favored her right foreleg ever since an accident in his second
year here, and he knew her pace the way he knew the beat of his own heart.

Heturned his gelding to greet her, his heart filled to bursting. She cameto her senses! She's
coming with mel

| won her over-Then as she cameinto view, hefet a shock, and stared, his eyes going so wide
he thought they were going to fall out of his head.

It was Kero, dl right. With her face made up like one of the Court flowers, her hair in an
elaborate arrangement that must have taken hoursto do. In adress. A fancy, velvet dress, a parody of
hunting-gear. It was years, decades out of date, and she must have gotten it out of her grandmother's
clost.

Shelooked likeafodl. It wasn't just the dress, it wasn't even mostly the dress, old and outdated
asitwas. It wasthat she was Ssmpering at him, her eyesdl wide and dewy, her lips parted artfully, her
expression acareful mask of eager, honeyed anticipation.

"Oh, Daren," she gushed, as she rode within hearing distance. "How could you ever have thought
I'd stay behind? After al you've offered me, after al we've meant to each other, how could you have
ever doubted me?'

She rode up beside him and laid ahand on his elbow, addlicate, and patently artificial gesture.

"| thought over what you'd said, and | redlized how wise you are, Daren. Theworld isn't going to
change, so | might aswell adapt to it! After dl, it isn't every day aprince of the blood offersto make me
his consort!"

She giggled-not her usud hearty laugh, or even her friendly sensuous chuckle, but astupid little
giggle Her maresdled alittle, and shelet it, instead of controlling it.

That'swhen it dawned in him. She was acting exactly the way thoselittle ninnies at Court had
been acting-vacuous, artfully helpless, empty-headed, greedy-sickening.

He pulled away from her, an automatic, unthinking reaction. Abruptly, her manner changed. The
atificid little fool vanished as completely asif she had never existed. Kero looked at him soberly, the
absurd riding habit, painted cheeks and ridiculous hair dl striking him as entirdly unfunny. Verennatried to
gdleagain, and thistime Kero controlled her immediately.

"l just gave you everything you said you wanted me to be yesterday. That's exactly the way you
asked meto behave."

"In public!" he protested. "Not when were together."
"Oh no?' Shetilted her head to one side. "Really? And how private isa prince of the blood?
When can you be absolutely sure that our little secrets won't be discovered? When can you guarantee

that we won't be interrupted or watched from a distance?’

He was taken rather aback-and vivid recollections came pouring back, of private assignations



that had become public gossip within aweek, of secretsthat had been out as soon as uttered, of al the
times held sought privacy only to find watchers everywhere. Roan stamped impatiently, reflecting his
rider's unesse.

"Evenif you can get away from your courtiers,” she persisted, her brows creased as she leaned
forward earnestly in her saddle, "even if you can escape the gossips, how do you keep things secret from
the servants? They're everywhere, and they learn everything-and what they learn, sooner or later, the
entire Court knows." She sat back in her saddle, and watched hisface, her eyesfollowing his. "Besides,
what you live, you start to become. Thelonger | act like a pretty fool, the morelikely | am to turninto
one. Isthat redly what you want from me?"

"No!" he exclamed, sartling Roan into asnort. "No, what | love about you is how strong you
are, how clever you are, how much you're like afriend-the way | can talk to you like another man-" He
stopped himsdlf, appdled, but it wastoo late. She was nodding.

"But thisiswhat you asked me to become," shereplied, taking in dress, hair, and dl withasingle
gesture. "Daren, dear heart, you don't really want me as alover, you want me as afriend, acompanion.
But | can't be acompanion in your world-I can only be something likethis." Hetried to say something to
refute her, but nothing would come out. ""Daren, you have acompanion and partner waiting for
you-someone who needs your help and support and the fact that you love him, and needsit morethan |
ever will," she said softly, but emphaticaly. ™Y our brother isand will be moreto you than | ever can. Or
ever should. And once we'd both gotten to the Court, you'd have found that out. | could never be more
than aburden to you then, and it would frankly be only amatter of time until my temper made me an
embarrassment aswell.”

"lI-you-" he sputtered awhile, then shook his head, as his gelding champed at the bit, impatient to
be off. "I-I guessyou'reright." he said, crestflen. "1 can't think of any reason why you should be wrong,
anyway." Helooked down at his saddle pomme for amoment, then defiantly met her eyes. "But dammiit,
| don't haveto likeit!"

"No, you don't," she agreed. "But that doesn't change anything. " She stared right back into his
eyes, and in the end, he was the one who had to drop his gaze.

"Daren," she said, after amoment of heavy silence, broken by the ssamping of horses, creak of
leather, and jingle of harness, "Wait acouple of years. Wait until I've found my place. Then | can be your
eccentric friend, that crazy femae fighter. Princes are expected to have one or two redly odd friends.”
She chuckled then, and he looked up and reluctantly smiled.

"l suppose," he ventured. "Y ou might even do my reputation some good.”

"Oh, definitdy.” The smile she wore turned into awicked grin. "Just think how people will react
when they know I'm your lover. 'Prince Daren, tamer of wild merc women!' | can seeit now, they'll stland
in awe of your manhood!"

He blushed-al the more because he knew damned well it wastrue.

"Kero-" he protested.

"Arewefriendsagain?' she said abruptly.

He blinked, his eyes once morefilling with tears, and thistime he did not try to pretend they



weren't there. "Yes" he said. "Although why you'd want afool like me for afriend-"

"Oh, | have to have someone | can borrow money from," she said lightly-then reached acrossthe
intervening space between them and hugged him, hard. And when she pulled away, there weretearsin
her eyesaswell.

"Just you take care of yourself, you unmannered lout,” she whispered hoarsdly. "'l want you
around to lend me that money."

"Mercenary," hereplied, just as hoarsdly.
She nodded, and backed her horse away dowly.

"Exactly so, my friend. Exactly s0." She halted the mare just out of reach, and waved at him.
"And you have placesto go, and people waiting for you, Prince Daren.”

Heturned hishorse and urged it into abrisk walk, looking back over his shoulder as he did so.
He halfway expected to see her making her way toward the Tower, but she was till Stting on her horse
beside the path.

When she saw him looking, she waved once-more a salute than awave. The departing salute he
gave her was exactly that. Then he set his eyes on the trail ahead. And never once looked back.

Kero waited until Daren was out of sight, then turned her horse's head toward the Tower.

I'm not sure what was more surprising-him developing good sense, or me developing asilver
tongue. She hadn't quite known what she was going to say, only the general shape of it. She certainly had
not expected the kind of €loquent speech she'd managed to make.

Onething that was not a al surprising; she was dready missing Daren-but she wasn't as
miserable as her worst fears had suggested. Which meant, to her way of thinking, that she wasnot in love
with the man. Deep in the londy hours of the night sheld had quasi-nightmares about successfully sending
him away, then discovering sheredly couldn't live without him.

She sighed, and Verenna's ears flicked back at the sound.

"Well," shetold themare, "I guess now it'smy turn to figure out exactly what I'm going to do with
my life." And Need chose that moment to Strike.

Kero had ahaf-heartbest of warning, aflash of something tirring, like some old woman
grumbling in her deep, just before the blade began exerting itsfull potentia for pressure. She managed to
keep it from taking her over entirdly, but she could not keep it from disabling her.

It did its best to overwhelm her with adesire to run away from dl this, to be out running free; a
desire so urgent that had she not aready fought one set of pitched battles with the sword, shed have
probably spurred Verenna after Daren, overtaken, and passed him. Now she knew these spurious
impulses for what they were, and she met them with awill tempered like stedl, and a stubborn pride that
refused to give in to apiece of meta, however enchanted. She had just enough time to toss Verennas
reinsover her neck, ground-tying her, before the sword took over enough of her body that making
Verennabolt for the road was apossihility.



Then she s, rigid and trembling, every musclein her body warring with her will. It wasn't even
going to be possible to get back to the Tower and get help from Kethry-assuming K ethry, having spent
years under the blade's peculiar bondage, even could help. Damn you, she thought at the blade, as her
body chilled; and V erenna shuddered, unable to understand what was wrong with her rider, but sensing
something, shedidn't at dl like. Damn you, | know who and what | am, and what | want and even why |
want it-and if aman | likeisn't going to be able to pressure meinto changing that, no chunk of meta is
going to be ableto ether!

Muscle by muscle, she won control of her body back. She closed her eyes, the better to be able
to concentrate, and fought the thing, obliviousto everything around her.

Findly, candle marks|ater, or so it seemed-though the sun hadn't moved enough for one candle
mark much lessthe eight or nineit should have taken for the fight-she sat tiffly in her saddle, the master
of her own body again. She waited warily for the sword to try again, as her breath and Verenna's
steamed in the cold-and she sensed that the sword would try again, unless she could devise some way of
ending the struggle here and now.

She stripped off one glove and placed her haf-frozen hand on the hilt. Listen to me, you, she
thought at the blade, and sensed akind of gtillness, asif it waslistening, however reluctantly. Listento
me, and believe me. If you don't stop this nonsense and leave me done, and let me make my own
decisons, I'll drop you down the nearest well. | mean it. Having ablade that will protect me from
meagickers may be convenient, but damn if I'm going to lose control of my lifein return!

She sensed adull, sudden heet, like far-off anger.

Look, you know what 1've been thinking! | agree with your purpose, dammit! I'm even perfectly
willing to go dong with this agenda of helping women in trouble! But | am, by al that's holy, going to do
so0 onmy terms. And you're going to have one hdll of atime hel ping women from the bottom of awdll if
you don't go dong with this.

The anger vanished, replaced by surprise-and then, silence. She waited amoment longer, but the
sword might as well have been aplain old stedl blade at that point.

Not that it felt lifeless-but she had a shrewd notion sheld made her point.

"Silence means assent,” she said out loud, and put her glove back on. Then, bending over and
retrieving the reins, much to Verennasrelief, she sent the mare back toward the Tower.

But the last thing she expected was to be met at the stable by Tarma.
The Shin'din took Verennas reins from her once she'd dismounted, and led the mare toward her
gall, al without saying aword. Kero waited, wondering what was coming next. A reproach for not

taking Daren up on his offer? That hardly seemed likely. But Tarma's silence portended something.

Tarmatethered Verennato the stall, but instead of unsaddling her at once, put arestraining hand
over Kero's.

"I'd have said thiswithin the next couple of months,” she began, "But sending Daren back isjust
letting me say it sooner. Y ou're readly, little hawk. Think you're up to losing the jesses?!

Kero blinked. "To go where?' she asked, after amoment of thought. "Knowing you, you have a



planfor me."

Tarmanodded, her ice-blue eyeswarming alittle. "Experienceis going to be a better teacher
than | am, from here on,” she said, "And I've been looking around for a place for you for the past couple
of moons. Asit happens, the son of agood friend of mine just took over a bonded Company. They're
caled the Skybolts; they're scout-skirmishers, like my old Company, the Sunhawks. Lerryn Twoblades
isthe Captain's name; he's got areputation for honesty, fair dealing, and as much honor as anyone ever
givesamerc credit for. Hell have you, and gladly, if you want to go straight to a Company.”

"Andif | don't?' Kero asked, curiousto know just what her optionswere.
Tarmashrugged.

"Y ou could go out on your own, and | have some referrals for the Jewel Merchants Guild
caravans, but your skillswould be better used in a Company like the Skybolts. Y ou could go home, if
you really want. Y ou could go after Daren, you're even dressed for that,” she said wryly. "But it'stimefor
you to go-before you stop wanting to.”

Silence hung thick in the stable; even the horses sensed something was afoot, and weren't making
their usua noise. Findly, Kero nodded.

"| thought this would happen in the spring but I'm ready-or asready as|'ll ever be. And I'll go try
the Skybolts; I'd have to be afoal to turn down an offer like that.”

Tarmarelaxed, and smiled. "l try not to train fools," shereplied. "And-Kero, you're of the Clan-I
want you to take Hellsbane."

"What?' Kero asked, increduloudy. "1 can't do that!"

"Why not?' Tarmaretorted. "Y ou've been training with her al damned year; you're better with
her than | am. Leave Keth your Verenna-a saddle horse isn't going to do you much good as a mere,
anyway, you'll spend far too long getting her battle-trained. I'll till have Ironheart, Keth is never going to
need a battle mare again, and to tell you the truth, she's dways been a shade uneasy abouit riding them.
Shelll bejust as happy with VVerenna, and your girl will be alot happier with us”

Warrl appeared like a shadow behind the Shin'din. " She'sright, you know. Hellsbaneis
warrior-trained, like you. It would be a shame for her potentia to be wasted.”

Kero shook her head, part in disbdlief, part in amusement. "I can see I've been outvoted.”

Tarmas hoarse voice roughened il further with emotion. "Y ou're kin of my Clan. You'rethe
closest thing I'll have to adaughter. Y ou're my only true protege. And you're the best damned warrior
I've ever trained. | want you equipped with the very best.” Then she smiled, and her voice and eyes
lightened again. "Besides, after you seetherest of the gear Keth and | got you, Hellsbane is going to
seem like an afterthought!”

Kero found it very hard to speak, or even swallow. "ldon't know what to say-" she began.

Tarmapulled the saddle off Verenna, and led the relieved mare back into her sall.

"Y ou can start with ‘thank you," and well take it from there. Think you'd be ready to take the



road by the end of the week?"
"|-" Kero faltered. "I-"

"If you are," Tarmacontinued, "Keth can start the messages out to Twoblades, and we can start
fitting your fancy new armor to you so you don't disgrace us when you get there.”

"l can beready," she managed. "Asready to leave asI'm likely to be. | wish-l wish | didn't have
to leave. Or that | could take you with me."

Tarmasnorted. "Not likely. | did my share on thelines. Chick can't go back inthe shell, and a
young hawk can't unfledge. Timefor you to try your wings.”

Timefor meto seewhat it'slike out there on my own. Time, maybe, to redly live.
"And maybefly," shesad, thinking doud.
"Oh, youll fly, little hawk," Tarmaanswered. "Y oull fly."

BOOK TWO
Two Edged Blade

Eleven

"Great Jaesdl," Shallan said, her bright blue eyeswidening in awe at the sght of what blocked the
well-pounded trall, "What in hdll isthat?"

She must have unconscioudly tightened her legs, because her high-strung gelding bucked, then
bounced alittle sdeways, blundering into Hellsbane.

Trouble. Kero exerted immediate pressure on the reins, so the mare only laid her ears back,
rather than reacting with the swift snap of teeth she would ordinarily haveindulged in.

Shallan swore, made afist and thumped her restive mount between his ears, and the fractious
beast subsided.

Once again the scouting party turned their collective attention toward the untidy sprawl of
humanity acrossther path.

"Sprawl" was definitely the operative term, Kero decided. There was atangle of about twenty or
thirty men, some standing, most in variations of "falen,” al interlaced with ten-foot (thankfully) headless
pikes.

"Didn't the sergeant from Bomam's Bastards say something about recruiting from the arealast
night?' asked amale voice from right behind Kero. Gies, sheidentified automatically; of the twins, he had
the deeper voice.

"l think so," replied hisidentically-swarthy brother, Tre, and she knew sheld picked the right
namefor theright twin.

"The sergeant wasn't red optimigtic.”



"I'd say he had reason not to be," Shallan replied, shaking her ice-blonde head in disgust.

"And from thelook of this, we'd better detour before they get themselves sorted out and stand
up." A few more of the men got themsalves untangled from the rest and stood aside.

Their sergeant wasn't shouting-mostly because, from the crimson color of hisface, Kero
reckoned that he was holding off afit of apoplexy by will aone.

"Ayetothat," Kero said. She was nomindly the head of this group, but only during the actua
scouting foray, and they weren't in the field at the moment. "L et's take the back way."

The four scouts turned their horses' heads and went back the way they'd comein, following the
pounded-dirt track between hacked-off patches of scrubby brush. Behind them the sergeant finaly
regained hisvoice, and began usngit.

The four Companies Menmélith's Council had hired for "bandit eradication” had bivouacked in a
canyon, but not ablind one; there were at least four waysinto the areathat Kero knew of, and she had
no doubt the twins knew a couple more. The "back way," which was the other, nominaly traveled, route
in, took them over some rough ground, but their horses could handle it; they were dl Shin‘ain-bred.

A few furlongs aong the scrub-lined dirt trail (which steady commerce over the past few days
had pounded into the soil), the human track was bisected by agametrail that led off through the
weather-beaten bushes and tired, stunted oaks. That "back way" was good for agoat or a
mountain-deer, but not terribly attractive to humans afoot or humans with horses, which madeit unlikely
that they'd run into any more delays getting back to camp.

Infact, the back way was so quiet there was till wildlifeliving dong it. Birds flew out of the trees
asthey passed, and a covey of quail watched from beneath the shelter of athorn-bush.

"Gods," Shdlan said, thumping her horse again as he shied at arabbit bolting acrosstheir path.
"Gods. Green recruits. Thanks beto Saint Keshal that Lerryn won't put green 'unsin thefield.”

"Could beworse," Tre observed. "Could be levied troops from Menmédlith and Rethwellan out
here"

Shallan groaned, but Kero shook her head.

"Menmellith, maybe, but not Rethwellan. Rethwellan won't even officidly be our hire. Officidly,
they've 'loaned' the Council the cash to pay for us. Got that from aletter.”

She didn't say from whom. Everyonein the Skybolts knew about her friendship with Daren-and
knew equally well that shewouldn't trade on it. But she could, and would, pass dong any information he
happened to drop, whether by accident or design.

"Oh?" Shallan and the other two looked studioudly indifferent, which told Kero they hadn't heard
this particular tidbit of gossip.

"Why'sthat?"

"Simple enough. Weal know that Karse is funding these 'bandits-assuming they aren't dready



part of the Karsite army. But outside of these Borders?' Kero shrugged. "Anyway, that'swhy it's us, and
why Rethwellan's out of it. Were not officia units of any army. Whatever we do, it can't causea
diplomatic incident. And if we happen to get carried away, and it turns out that the subsequent bodies
were part of the Karsite army, well, Karse has violated the Code so many times that the Guild not only
wouldn't fine the offenders, they might even be rewarded. Unofficidly, of course.

"Of course," Tre agreed brightly. Kero looked back over her shoulder. Theidentical smileson
both twins faces could only be described as'bloodthirsty."

Or maybe it was just greed. It wasn't too often that a bonded Company had free rein to loot, but
that's exactly what the Menmellith Council-their putative employer shad given them. Not that Kero
blamed them. Probably haf of what wasin the possession of the "bandits' had belonged to folk
hereaboutsfird. If anybody got it, thelocalswould rather it was friends than enemies.

Rethwedlan had granted Menmdllith client-state status and semi-autonomy shortly after Daren had
been born.

Supposedly thiswas akind of thanks-offering for the birth of athird son; in actudity, now that
she'd seen the state with her own eyes, Kero suspected that the King had seized on thefirst available
excuseto liberate hisland from a considerable drain on the roya coffers. Menmellith was mostly
mountain, hellishly hard to travel in, constantly raided by Kargte "bandits," and probably impossibleto
govern or tax effectively. Now it was governed by its own fractious, taciturn folk, served as a buffer
between Karse and the lusher lands of Rethwellan, and the King need only hire the occasional merc
Company to clean things out now and again, instead of being forced to keep a detachment of the army
there on permanent duty.

"Werrefarly usdess at the moment, you know," Shalan said, as her horse picked itsway daintily
across adry streambed that formed part of thetrail. "They're just sending the scouting parties out to
make sure everything's still whereit's supposed to be."

"I know," Kero sighed. If there was one thing she'd learned with the Skybolts, it was that warfare
consisted mostly of waiting. "'I'm not even supposed to report to anyone unless we do see something
odd. | supposeit wouldn't be so damned bad if we could see something going on, but the bastards are
not coming out of that canyon.”

"Can't say as| blamethem,” Giessaid laconically.

"If I'd got m'self trapped in ablind canyon, wouldn't be comin' out either. They ¢'n hold us off
long asthe food'n'water last, an' we just might get bored an’ go away. " Shdlain laughed; not a sound of
amusement, it wasaparticularly ugly laugh.

"Between them, the Wolflings and the Bastards are likely to make things rea uncomfortable for
them in there. Then when they pop out, well be waiting. And so will the Earthshakers. " Kero preferred
not to think too much about that. It was going to cost the two Companies of foot quite abit in blood to
shake the "bandits’ out of their lair. By contrast, the Company of heavy cavary and the Skybolts
skirmishershad it easy, if dull. But when the "bandits' did emerge, they'd be like any desperate and
cornered creatures, and Shallan waslikdly to get abelyful of fighting. But it wouldn't profit anyoneto say
that out loud, so Kero held her peace, and kept her eyes on the uncertain trail. The last thing she needed
to do would be to panic Hellsbane.

"Stand,” Kero told Hellsbane. The gray stamped restlessly once more, but then obeyed with no



other sign of rebellion. Kero tapped her right foreleg, and the war steed lifted the massive hoof and set it
in Kero'swaiting hands,

She pulled the hoof pick out of her belt, and began cleaning the packed muck out of it with
Studious care.

Therewasalot of gravel around here, and Kero did not intend to find hersalf with alamed horse
because of amoment's carelessness. Shallan had aready |ost the use of her remount that way.

"I could redly get to hate Menmdllith," she told Hellshane conversationdly. The gray flicked her
ears back with every evidence of intelligent interest. "I can see why Jad let them hare off and become a
client-state. There's nothing here but sheep, rocks, and bone-headed shepherds. Certainly nothing worth
keeping. Why Karse kegpstrying to invade them, I'll never know. " She thought for a moment, then
added, "Unlessit's just one more example of how crazy the Karstes are.”

Shefinished with the right fore hoof and moved back to the hind.

"Stand,” she repeated, with alittle more force thistime, as some noise from the next camp over
made Hellshane roll her eyes and fidget. She straightened long enough to seewhat al the fusswas.

A smadl forest of poleswas marching straight for the picket lines, and horses up and down the
line were sarting to stamp and look nervous.

Blessed Agnira-pike men again? That's Joffrey's Wolflings.

What fool sent pike men to drill next to picketed horses? Don't they know how much
battle-trained horses hate pikes? They're going to have the whole line spooked in aminute! She was just
about to head them off, by intercepting them and launching into a powerful flood of abuse, when
someone best her toiit.

"Halt, damn yer ides! | said right march, not bleedin' [eft!" The line came to an abrupt and
picture-perfect halt.

TheWolfling's pike-sergeant strode around the back of the (now stationary) formation, face red
asasunset, veins bulging out on hisforehead.

"Jecrends bleedin' arse, he bellowed, "yed think yewas alot o' plowboys, not perfeshnal
sojerd” From there histirade went into extreme sexual and scatologica detail asto the habitsand
probable ancestry of his charges. Kero leaned againgt Hellshane's rump, listening in astonished
admiration. Hislanguage was colorful, origina, and quite entertaining.

Sheld been with the Skyboltsfor quite afew years now, and had never quite heard anything like
it. 1 should be taking notes, she thought, watching the sergeant get his men turned back in theright
direction.

The horses were definitely calming down, now that the pikes were going the other way. You
never hear anything like that around our camp. But that was at least in part because horseback
skirmishersdidn't drill theway pike and line swordsmen did. No sergeants, for onething.

Kero went back to Hellsbane's hooves, glad to have thought of something to do.



"Therésalot of waiting involved in warfare,” Tarmahad said many timesover.
Kero had never quite believed her at the time. She did now.

Wi, it could be worse, she consoled hersdlf. We could have Rethwellan regulars with us. Then
every merc in the Companies would be getting the long-nosed look when he dared poke his head out of
camp. What in hdll isit that makes every conscript farmboy who can't tdl his brain from his backside and
wouldn't know what three quarters of the Code meant think he's morally superior to amerc?

She sighed; the question wasn't worth losing deep over. Every merc ever born was amisfit; that's
why most of them wound up as mercsin thefirst place. Lady knows I'm no exception, she thought
glumly. Last time | went home, Diernaacted like | was going to eat the baby, and Lordan carried on asif
he thought | was planning on stealing the boys, the horses, the sheep, or dl three.

Each time she visited, she was more of a stranger, and after the last time, she'd just about made
up her mind never to go back again.

My only red friends are here, anyway, shereflected, picking at abit of gravel lodged in
Hellshane's | eft hind hoof. The war steed switched her bound-up tail restlessly, but didn't object. Kero
had remarked once that Hell shane's behavior was alot more like adog's than ahorse's, and Tarma had
only smiled and replied crypticdly, "Why do you think we won't |et them breed to anything but their own
kind?" After that, Kero had taken extra care when spring came around and Hellsbane went into season.

Then she discovered that such care was entirely unneeded. The war steed was perfectly capable
of fending off unwanted advances, and she evidently hadn't yet found the stalion that measured up to her
own high slandards.

Hooves clean, Kero loitered on the lines, replaiting the gray'stail, and watching the Wolflings
drill. Thoselong pikeswere alot harder to manage than anyone but afighter could imagine. All indl, it
made her grateful to be with the Skybolts.

Twoblades Company actudly began aswhat Idia's Sunhawks came to be; an entirely mounted
force of speciaidts.

In every one of the campaigns Kero had served in up until now they'd been constantly busy; their
greatest assat was that they were versatile aswell as highly mobile. Every one of the Skybolts could
double as a scout, and when they weren't on the battlefield, they could ride messenger detail. Not this
time, or at least, not now.

There were constant scouting forays, of course, just to make sure that the enemy hadn't found a
way out of thetrap, but that was the only thing like work going on for the Skybolts. That unwonted
leisure was beginning to have an effect on the Company. Which iswhy I'm out here, and not in camp. In
generd, there were only three pursuits available to amerc when forced into idleness: gambling, drinking,
and sex. Kero was too shrewd to be lured into the first, too cautious for the second, and asfor the third
I'm an odd fish in apond full of odd fish she thought, alittle sadly. Between the sword and this so-called
Gift of mine.

The Gift was the main reason she didn't drink; when she did, her carefully-wrought shields came
down, and the guard came off her tongue. Only once had she let that happen; she'd frightened atavern
full of hard-bitten soldiersinto sobriety with the things sheld said about them.



Only somefancy verba footwork the next day enabled her to convince them that they'd misheard
mogt of it, and luck had given her the rest. So she didn't drink at al now; at least, not to get drunk and
not in company, which set her gpart from most of the rest of the Company.

Shewasterrified of what would happen if they ever did find out the truth. Mercs have too many
SECrets to gppreciate anyone, even someone they trugt, to be rummaging around in their minds. Every one
of uswasdriven into thislife by something, and most of us don't want anyone elseto know what that is.
Even me. If anyone ever found out about this" Gift" of mine, | don't know what 1'd do.

The sword now-that set her gpart in another way. She was Kethry's granddaughter-that was no
secret-and by now everyone seemed to have heard the song of "Kerowyn'sRide. " 1t would have been
impossible to hide the fact that she till had the blade; sheworeit dl thetime, and wouldn't take it off (so
common gossip had it) if she went to bed with someone. Wdll, that wasn't quite true but she'd learned
that being too far away from it could be torture.

There'd been areally bad rainy season a couple of years ago; they'd had to cross aflood-swollen
river, and Kero's packhorse had gone under. That was before she'd taken to wearing the blade al the
time; she'd thought for the crossing that it was safer strapped to the packs. Sheld just barely made it onto
the riverbank when the pain of the over strained soul-bond started. The Company Healer had thought it
some sort of curse, until she'dd gasped out an explanation of just what it was she'd |ost-between spasms
of blinding agony that left her helpless even to speak. The entire Company had gone out into the storm to
look for the damned thing and bring it back.

They'd found it, before sunset-but that put her in aposition of debt she was determined to repay .
After alot of careful thought and consultation with the Company hedge-wizard shedd found away; shed
coaxed the blade (with much emphasis on how many females were in the Skybolts) into extending its
anti-magic protection to include afair amount of ground in her immediate vicinity.

Actually, her protections covered more area than the Company mages could, which made her
rather popular when the mage-bolts began to fly.

Thinking about that, she patted the hilt of the sword the way she patted Hellsbane's neck. Now
that 1've got you cooperating, my lady, you're even more useful than you were to Kethry. I've heard more
than one Skybolt say held sooner trust your abilities than that hedge-wizard of ours.

For amoment, at the back of her mind, she seemed to hear akind of deepy murmur of pleasure;
but it wastoo faint for her to be certain. Sheld never yet figured out how much-or how little-intelligence
the sword had. or how much it understood or even heard of what she said to it. These occasiond little
whispers, like the vague mutterings of a deep-talker, were the closest she ever got to communiceation.

Many of the Skyboltswere alittle fearful of the blade, aswell as respectful of it and its powers.
So that set her apart aswell.

Then there was the problem of sex. Not within the Company. There'stoo much potentia for
trouble, and | haveto live with these people.

There were pairings within the Company, and some of them worked very well. But some of them
didn't, and when that happened, it spilled over onto everyone else.

Andinthemiddie of acampaign that could get peoplekilled.



Tarmahad warned her about that, too, and she'd been right.
"Y ou don't degp around in the Company, " sheld said.

"They're your family, and you don't bed your brothers. Or ssters,”" sheld added as an
afterthought.

Wise advice. But it made Kero very much aloner and in acase like this, bivouacked leagues
away from civilization, it dso didn't leave her very much to do.

All my jewdry-carving equipment is back at the winter quarters; | never thought 1'd need it now.
| suppose | could go find the Hedler and get her to teach me how to knit those ankle-braces, she thought,
combing her fingers through Hellsbane's coat. Or | could roach the mare's mane. Or | could poultice the
stone-bruise on Shallan'sremount. Or | could find someflat river pebbles and draw up another set of
hound-and-stag stones for someone.

Cometo think of it, Shallan wanted a sat.

Asif the thought had summoned her, Shalan strolled up to the picket line, currycombsin hand,
hoof-pick in her belt, short, white-blonde hair gleaming like acap of slver-gilt in the sun.

What'sthe word?' Kero asked her. "Anything new on the grapevine?'

"Word isthat we're supposed to take prisoners,” she replied, tossing one of the currycombsto
Kero. "Word is there's some pretty good circumstantial evidence that these whore sonsredly are Karsite
regulars, but nothing direct. Lerryn wantsto proveit, and the rest of the Captains are in agreement.”

"So we take Prisoners?’ Kero asked. "Which means afterward, we make somebody talk.”

"Contract saysthey're bandits," Shallan pointed out with bloodthirsty glee. "Karse saysthey're
bandits. Bandits don't fall under the Code. Which means when weve got 'em, we make 'em talk.
However."

"And if it turnsout they're Karste regulars?' Kero perssted.
Shdlan shrugged fluidly, the leather of her tight black tunic moving with her shoulders.

"Five years ago, 'bandits murdered just about every man in Feidar's Teeth after they'd
surrendered. Three years ago a haf-dozen men from the Doomdayers-actudly prisoners of war, and
waiting for Guild ransom-were tortured by Karsite priests. And what was ransomed later was a clutch of
completely mindless husks. Two years ago, more of these 'bandits overran the Hooters winter quarters
and killed the civilians-while the Hooters themsel ves were out putting down arebelion in Ruvan, and
weren't even near Karse. " Shallan's voice betrayed the tense anger her face and posture wouldn't revedl.
"Each time, the Guild levied abig fine. Each time Karse just paid it. No denid, not even acomment-they
just padit."

Kero frowned, dusting her hands off on her mud-brown leather breeches. "That's odd.”
"Odd? Great gods, it'sadapin our face. It'slike they're saying were so lowly, such vermin, that

they want everyone to know what they did." She dropped her voice, so that Kero had to lean closer to
hear.



"Look, Kero, | know I'm ayear younger than you are, but I've been in the business since | was
fourteen. My mamawas a Sunhawk. I've seen ahdll of alot, most of it not real pretty by civilian
standards, and most of it doesn't bother me any more. Thisis my job, you understand? And | don't get
worked up about thingsthat go oninit-but I'll tell you right now, for what I've seen the Karsites do to my
friendsand their friends, well, I'd kill 'em for free and dance on the graves after.”

Kero knew Shallan wastough, for al that Shallan was a head shorter than she was, and looked
frail enough for awind to blow away. Thet fragility was entirely false; Shalan was astough as the black
|eather she wore. and asimpervious to damage, and in dl the time sheld been with the Skybolts, Kero
had never seen Shdlan frightened.

But she was frightened now, afraid of the Kargites, and adl her brave words about "killing them
for free and dancing on the graves' couldn't hide that.

For a heartbesat or two, Kero fdt trapped by the blue intensity of Shallan's eyes. Then she broke
free of that hypnotic gaze, aided by Hellsbane's restive slamping.

"I don't know about taking prisoners,” she said quietly, turning away and going back to work on
the gray's dusty hide. "The more | hear of the Karsites, theless| want to do with them. Almost seems
likeif you acted like they do, you'd bein danger of becoming like them.

But if Lerryn wants prisoners-well, that's an order, isn't it?"

"Aye, that," Shallan agreed. Kero did not like the tone of her voice.

Dear gods, she sounds like she'd be perfectly happy to volunteer for the crew whore going to be
"persuading” these prisonersto talk--assuming we catch any. And now that | think about it, she's not the
only oneto sound that way about these so-called bandits, or the Karsitesin generd

Shefdt alittle sck. For al that they were the enemy, for al the atrocities they had meted out, she
couldn't picture herslf handing the same treatment back to them.

Kill them, yes, but cleanly. She couldn't agree with Shalan's attitude. They're so damned
vindictive about this, dl of them. But maybe I'm the onewho's out of line, here. Shdlan'slover lost a
gster in somefight or other; therere othersin the Skybolts that |ost friends and family aong through here,
over the past five years or so. Maybeit'sme. Maybe | just don't fedl that angry at them because | just
can't seem to get redlly attached to anyone, not even my own blood-kin.

She leaned into the strokes of the currycomb, and thought back to the incidents that had started
her on thiswhole career, trying to recapture exactly how she felt when she saw her brother wounded, her
father dead.

Just-respongbility. That'sal | redlly felt that | can remember. That someone had to take care of
the mess, and | was the only one possible. Dear gods, what's wrong with me? Why am | so cold?

Maybeit'sjust that I've never redlly had anyone get close enough that | could honestly say |
loved him, except Mother.

But that doesn't seem natura either. Other people seemed to be falling in and out of love dl the
time, but for her, nothing ever seemed to get involved but her body, and sometimes, her mind.



Thefirst lover is supposed to be such a big thing-but with Daren there didn't redlly seemto be
more at stake than friendship and-well-the desires of the moment.

She cast aglance over at Shdlan when she thought the other woman wouldn't notice. Her
companion could and did-wax pass onate about causes and people at the drop of agauntlet. Thisgot her
into trouble more often than not, but Shallan had no intention of changing, maintaining that it was better to
livelife hard and completely.

Kero wasjust the opposite; after those flare-ups with Daren she had never again actudly fought
with anyone.

She saved her anger and her energy for the battlefield; off the field, she thought everything
through, planned for every possible contingency, then went coldly and salf reliantly straight for her godl.

Sometimes | go after what | want with such single-mindednessthat | frighten myself, she thought,
watching Shallan grooming her horse asif by brushing out every speck of dirt she could wipethe Karsites
from the face of the earth. I'd hate to see what the othersthink of me.

Uncomfortable thoughts, and not likely to improve her disposition. She was glad to have them
interrupted by a shout from the direction of camp.

Shelooked up over Hellshane's shoulder, as Tre waved, hisdull scarlet shirt identifying him even
at adistance. HEd never yet worn the thing out on scout, but he inevitably changed back into it as soon
asthey hit camp.

"Kero! Shdl! Back to camp on the double! Meseting!" She waved back to show that they'd
heard, and tossed the currycomb to Shalan. The younger woman caught it deftly, and the two of them
ducked under the picket line and trotted toward the mess tent.

"I wonder what it's about?' Shallan said, trotting aong with an ease that reminded Kero of
Warrl'slazy lope. Her eyes glinted with an eagerness that Kero thought held just ahint of battle madness.

"Maybe they've decided to put on apush so we can get this over with!™ At that point, they
reached the edge of the growing crowd, so Kero was saved from having to make areply.

Most of the Skybolts had dready gathered at the mess tent when they arrived. They worked
their way around to the Side; asleader of a scout party, Kero had just enough rank to get in fairly close
to their Captain.

Lerryn Twoblades did not look like much of afighter. He wore the same scuffed leathers as any
of his Company; hisonly concession to rank was around pin of carved silver Kero had made him,
showing two crossed swords bisected by alightning bolt. Thin and not particularly tal, and just now at
rest, hewasn't very imposing, either. But when he rose to speak, it wasimmediately apparent that he was
whipcord and stedl over bone, and moved with alazy grace that spoke volumes to anyone who had
studied hand-to-hand combat. Those limpid brown eyes missed nothing; those foppish curls covered a
skull with frightening intelligence ingde it. There wasn't one single horsein the entire camp he couldn't
handle, up to and including Hellsbane, which had surprised the hell out of both Kero and her horse. And
all he had to do was say three words, and it was no secret why the Skybolts were fanatically devoted to

their Captain.

He scanned the crowd dowly to let the muttering die away. Only when he had relative silence did



he speak, inacam, but carrying voice.

"Weve voted, and we've decided to make a push,” he said. " Otherwise we et these whore sons
force usto piss away our troops against them, while there may be groups out there we haven't bottled up
taking pieces out of the Border."

There wasthe start of a cheer-when he raised his hand for silence. He got it, too-something that
never failed to impress Kero.

"The Skyboltswon't befighting," he said firmly, "and I'm not taking any volunteersto go on temp
to the other Companies. And that's an order.” Agnira-therere going to be some objectionsto that, and
for sure. And there were; astorm of them. People began shouting and waving their handsto get his
attention, for al the world like acrowd of unruly children.

Lerryn smply let the hotheads have their say, then held up his hand
agan.

"It'snot our kind of fight," he told them, his eyes moving from) face to face so that in the end,
every one of them would have been willing to swear that the Captain talked to him, directly.

"We aren't trained, any of us, inthe kind of line fighting there's going to be. Most of us are runty
little bastards," he continued, with arueful grin that included himsalf with them. "We couldn't take on abig
man in ashoulder-to-shoulder situation, not when weve built careers and training on speed and agility.
We couldn't use our short-swords or horse-bows, and those little round target shields would be damned
useless againgt maces and axes. We can't do any damn good with unfamiliar weapons, afoot, against
heavy infantry. And if you dl really think about that, and are honest, you'll agree with me.”

There was more muttering, and some vehement headshaking, but not much. Lerryn'swords
made sense even to the most belligerent among them.

The Captain spread his handsin a gesture that said wordlesdy, Look, | don't like thisany more
than you do but we dl know the facts when we see them.

"We've done our job," he said. "No one can fault us-we're the ones who tracked them, and
we're the ones who harried them and trapped them here in the first place. It'stimefor the othersto do
their job, and now we have to get out of the way o they can do it without interference. Hmm?”

Hetilted his head dightly to one side; there was more muittering-Shallan, predictably, was one of
the mutterers but it quickly died away.

"Don' think we're getting off easy,” he said, "'I'm deploying haf of you as outridersto make sure
nobody gets away. If theré'sabreakout, you'll be fighting-and you outriders are asimportant as the front
liners. More. That's the place where welll have agood shot at taking prisoners. We don't want anyone to
escape to take word back to-wherever.” Tactfully not saying what everyoneisthinking. Kero'slip
twitched. We can say it, but because he's Captain, he can't. Not till it's proved. That "wherever" is
Karse, and if they get back with word of this, the Karsites may send abigger force before were ready
forit.

Lerryn looked them al over once again, the breeze blowing hislong hair back from hisface.

"Therest of you, get the camp packed up and ready to move on the instant. Pack up your



friends, if they're out on patrol. Once the siege is broken, well be moving asfast aswe can, back to a
secured zone."

Again, not saying what he can't-but he expectsthere to be prisoners, and I'll bet my next bonus
he's been told welll have custody of them. Were the fastest, and if we can get the prisonersto asecure
lockup, we can have them singing like wood larks before the Karsites even know we have them. 1'd bet
on Abevel| for that secure lockup. Town's practicdly carved into the side of the mountain.

Lerryn waited for any further comment,-but the Skybolts knew their leader, and that his decisons
werefind.

Later, when they were dl behind friendly walls, they'd find out why those decisions had been
made. Until then, they were willing to takeit on faith that there were reasons.

"Dismissed," he said, and singled out a dozen scout-leaders with a pointed finger before they all
dispersed.

Those chosen followed him back to histent. The rest milled restlessy for amoment, then drifted
back toward the camp in twos and threes to begin the breakdown.

Kero was not among the select, but she hadn't expected she'd be; after all, her group had aready
been out thismorning, and Lerryn wasn't the kind of Captain to impose double duty on someone without
acompelling reason. She was relieved, both that the Skybolts were not going to beinvolved in the fight,
and that she wasn't going to be part of the harriers.

It'stoo much, she decided, making noncommittal answersto Shdlan asthey waked through the
orderly rows of tentsto their own. Running people down on horseback, like | was hunting
rabbits-hdlfires, | don't even hunt rabbits on horseback! I'm just glad | don't have to be part of that. |
think maybe the Captain figured that out, too. He gave me that kind of look. | don't think helikesit
ather.

Shdlan'stent was the closest, and the blonde dove into it with another moan of complaint. "-and
just my luck, Relli'swith Hagen, which means shélll beinonit and I'll haveto pack her stuff up!™

Sure enough, the tent was empty, and Shallan threw hersdlf at her lover's belongings with grim
determination.

Kero took herself off before she could be coerced into helping. Relli was something of a
clotheshorse, and Kero did not want to take responsibility for the least little crease that "ruined” atunic.

Her own tent was the same Size as Shdlan's but seemed larger, sSince she had it to hersdif.
Technically these were four-man tents, but only if you stacked everyone together like logs, and no one
had more than a single backpack of possessions. Two fit fine; one was perfect, so far asKero was
concerned. Lerryn didn't care about deeping arrangements so long as everyone was under canvas and
someone took responsibility for the tent itsalf. If they took on anyone without his own shelter and they ran
out of Company tents, Kero might be ordered to share, but until then, she had her privacy.

Shewas glad of it, as she packed her belongings down with practiced ease, and began rolling her
bedding. The trapped bandits were going to be massacred. She knew how completely logica that was.
And shedidn't likeit.



If she'd had atent mate she'd have had to talk about it, and she didn't want to. The sooner | can
shake the dust of this place from Hellsbane's hooves, the better I'-m-Suddenly she heard something on
the edge of the camp.

Confused shouting-, too far away to make out words, but there was no mistaking the tone. There
was something wrong, desperately wrong.

For only the second time since she'd joined the Skybolts, she dropped her mental shields and
searched for acoherent picture among the jangle of thoughts-looking for the person who knew what was

going on.

Lerryn. She found him, on the picket line, directing incoming scouts who were galloping up to the
linein panic while the Company hedge-wizard sent up the emergency "comein” sgnd beside him.

The thoughtsin his mind were clear and organized, as cool and unpanicked as her own would be
if shewerein his place. Though what she read there would have sent anyone eseinto the kind of panic
the rest of the camps were showing.

For dl the guesses had been right-these were no "bandits' the Companies had pinned, these
were Karsite regulars. But somehow, some way, they had gotten word of their position acrossthe
Border, and Karse had sent out areal army to close in behind and catch the Companiesin a pincer
maneuver. The odds, depending on who Lerryn talked to, were either two or threeto one, in the Karsite
favor.

Kero pulled out of Lerryn'smind asinvisbly as she had ingnuated herself in, glad now that she
had not given in to temptation and had brought only what Hellsbane could comfortably carry. The tent
would have to be abandoned, of course. There was no percentage in standing and fighting, and there was
only oneway of dedling with thistrap beforethey weredl caught iniit.

Run. Each Captain cared only for hisown at this point which was the biggest weakness of a
force comprised of mercs. Kero could not help but pity the heavy infantry, the Wolflings-they had no one
to cover for them and harry their pursuers. She had no idea how they would get awvay.

On the other hand, she thought, with atwinge of guilt at her selfishness, | don't want to be the one
covering their rear, ether.

Sheflung hersdlf out of her tent with al of those things of her worldly goods that she needed to
survive on her back and in her two hands; no more, with the addition of aration pack for herself and her
horse, than Hellshane could carry and till run. Everything e se she left without a second thought.

Not everyone was S0 pragmatic; she and Shallan had to physicaly tear Relli away from her
wardrobe and drag her toward the picket lines. The Wolflings, in the next camp over, were already on
their way out, pouring over the "back way," asfast astheir feet could march. The Skyboltsof al the
Companies werethelikdiest to surviveintact; with each of them mounted on light, agile horses, and with
so much broken ground available to hide them. That is, the Company would survive; as aways, the
surviva of anindividua was problemétical.

Shdlan and Relli were nearly thelast to arrive; Relli took onelook at Lerryn's grim expresson,
and shut her mouth on the last of her laments. Without another word, the trio accepted their ration sacks
from the quartermaster, tied their packs behind their saddles, and mounted up.



Lerryn waited until the last straggler joined them, before mounting his own beast-arawboned
roan ahand taller than anyone else's beast-that was renowned for being ableto lose any rider but Lerryn
within ten heartbegts of mounting.

"Wereintrouble, people," he said without preamble.

"The Kargtes have the main road blocked, the back way isfull of foot troops. and the other four
tracks in have watchers on them. We stayed till last to give the foot a head start and et our own scouts
get in. Now it looks like we're stuck. Suggestions?”

"Eadt, for Karse," Giessaid. "They won't be expecting that. And we found agametrail over the
top of the cliff at the northeast end of the valey: We never bothered using it, ‘causeit'sabitch to get up.”

"WEell tekeit," Lerryn said ingantly. "Gies."

The scout took the lead, therest fell in behind him in aloose formation, asthe last of the
Wolflings vanished over the gametrails. Kero wished luck on their departing backs.

They weredl goingto need it.
Twelve

There had been watchers on that game trail; not as many as on the other ways out, but enough.
Giesthought he had dl of them tagged, and Lerryn sent Skybolts out to take care of them-but either Gies
had missed one, or someone dipped up. One of the watchers had gotten away from their
counter-ambush.

No one knew until they'd gotten out of the valley and were headed toward one of the roads that
would bring them back to safety. That was when they discovered that the Karsites had mounted
skirmishers, too. With more bows, and faster horses, and-most telling of al-more men.

The escape had turned into arout; fighting, then running, then fighting again. Somehow they dl
managed to stay together; desperation gave them speed and cunning they didn't know they had. They
managed to leave thair attackers behind in confusion, giving them just enough lead to get reorganized.

They headed north at top speed, taking advantage of astream to breek their trail, at least
temporarily. At sunset, Lerryn had split the force, taking haf of them with him, leaving haf with his
second in command. Shallan and Relli had gone off with the Captain; Kero had stayed with Icolan Ar
Perdin, the second, adour little man who had survived more routs than Kero cared to think about. The
half with Lerryn had ridden south; Icolan took his group northward again, and alittle eest.

They hoped to confuse their pursuers enough to give both halvestimeto get to safety. But bad
luck followed |colan's troops, for the Karsites made up their minds quickly on discovering the split trail,
and chosetheir half asthe onesto follow.

Bad luck, or acurse, Kero thought, as she guided Hellshane afoot through the darkness,
stumbling now and again over aroot or arock. Some of the others were already muttering thingsto that
effect, for it seemed uncanny, the way the Karsites had been able to find them after the split. No matter
what they did, how carefully they covered their trall, if they stopped to rest even for amoment a scout
sent along the back trail would return with the unwel come news that they were till being followed.



She held her maresrein loosely; Hellshane's ears and nose were infinitely superior to hers. and
Hellsbane had twice been able to detect followers before Kero had. Unless| unshielded, and looked for
them with my thoughts. No-I'm afraid to. What if they've got someone stronger than me with them?

Warrl had warned her about the dangers of meeting someone unfriendly, with afar more
powerful Gift. Such aone could take Kero over, hearing with her ears, seeing with her eyes.

For everyone's sakes, | can't take the chance, she decided. Aslong as| don't crack my shields,
I'm safe. If | do-1 could be risking more than myself. | could betray the entire group.

That was something she would not chance, however tempting it wasto use that ability of hersto
check on their pursuers. Hellsban€e's natural sengitivities of ear and nose were why they were most ready
to call an dert in case the Karsites found them yet again.

It might have been a curse following them; it might also have been the workings of Sunlord
Vkandis, the Karsite god. Kero was pretty certain that she had seen priestly sorts among those "bandits’
but hadn't had any hard evidence athough sheld reported her suspicion.

Lerryn had just shrugged; held never had any dedlings with adeity or demi-deity, friendly or
otherwise, and so was inclined to doubt the power of clerics. But Kero had afeding that it had been the
priests of the Sunlord that had gotten word back to Karse of the siege, and not by physical messengers,
either. As Kero had every reason to know, there were other means of communication besides physical
messengers.

They were practicaly on the Karsite Border, and Kero had heard from Tarmathe kind of
proprietary interest adeity could have for Her people-and the ways in which She could, if She chose,
intervene-down on the Dhorisha Plains. If the Sunlord chose to enlighten His priests as to the location of
their avowed enemies-well, it certainly wouldn't be unheard of.

Or there was another, more arcane, explanation. Thereligion of the Sunlord forbade the use of
magic. But the ability to work magic was both an inborn Gift aswell asthe result of study. So where did
al the magesborn in Karse go?

Kero had her suspicions, and had ever since she found out about the prohibition. The mages
born with the Gift went into the priesthood, of course; the priests of the Sunlord could easily say their
magics were god-granted miracles, and no one would be any the wiser.

That could be the other reason for being pursued; they could have amage on their trail-and since
the hedge wizard Tarres had gone with Lerryn's haf of the Skybolts, it didn't take much guessing to figure
which half would be followed. The haf without the mage attached would be much easier for another
mage to track, epecialy since Tarres was undoubtedly working his earth magicsto hide the mercs from
mage-sight. Kero had tried to communicate with her sword to get the damned thing to cover their trall
magically, but it had been as unresponsive as an ordinary piece of stedl.

Thetrail ahead opened up into aclearing; suddenly there were stars overhead instead of
interlacing tree branches. Kero picked out the sounds of many horses and afew whispers, and deduced
that Icolan had decided to halt them.

"What's up?" she whispered, as soon as she came within range of the closest shadow-shape.

"Conference," the shape whispered back, one hand on its horse's nose to keep it silent. Not a



halt for rest, then. That was a disgppointment, but hardly asurprise.

Kero turned Hellsbane around and pointed her head aong the back trail making use of the
mare's superior senses to keep watch for the rest of the party.

"Guard," shesaid into the gray's ear, and dipped the rein over her arm, leaving Hellsbane
relatively free. While the mare guarded the trail with ears and nose, Kero dipped her water bottle off the
front of the saddle and took along-wished-for drink. Her ssomach was too knotted with fear and tenson
to even think about eating, but some of the others had taken advantage of the brief rest to snatch a
mouthful or feed ahandful of grainto ahorse.

Finaly the word went around the circle; "Therés afork in the gametrail. Were splitting again.”
Kero sghed; it wasalogica move, but not one sherelished. And it meant they'd be moving on into the
night. She patted Hellsban€e's neck comfortingly; the mare wasn't going to like this either.

They split twice more during the grueling, haf-blind trek through the darkness, and when dawn
trickled pae pink light over the hilltops and through the thick trees, there were no more than twenty riders
left in Kero's group. Shedidn't know any of them terribly well, except the leader, the head of dl the
scout-groups, a colorless woman known only asLyr.

She mounted with therest a Lyr'ssignd, and they formed a group around her.

"I know you're dl tired," the scout-leader said in aflat voice. "But we still have at least one party
onour tail. I'm going to try something; back therein the dark they may have lost track of who was
following what, and if you're with me on this, | want to head straight acrossthe Border into Karse itsdlf.”

The hard-bitten man in worn leathers on Kero's right coughed asif he was holding back an
exclamation or objection. Lyr turned her expressionless eyes on him for amoment.

"I know what you're thinking, Tobe," she said, with no sign of rancor.

"You'rethinking I'm crazy. Can't say | blame you. Heré's my thought: if we head straight across
the Border, open like, and stop trying to hide the back trail they may think they've gotten confused in the
dark and they're following one of their own groups. Border won't be patrolled that thickly here; they save
the heavy patrolsfor farther in."

"They do?' said astocky girl that had just joined before the beginning of thiscampaign, a
brown-haired, brown-eyed, brown-skinned girl with "farmer” al over her. But she had to be good, or
shewouldn't be a Skybolt.

“Why?

"Bandits," Lyr said succinctly. "Redl ones. Karstes|et 'em stay here, both to confuse theissue
when their regulars come across raiding, and to discourage their own people from trying to cross over
into someplace else. So therésakind of buffer zone along here that the Karsite patrols don't bother
with."

The girl nodded, her lipstightening alittle. "Which meansthat's something well haveto ook out
for, too."

Lyr shrugged. "It'sthem, or the red Karsites behind us. Banditswould only kill usif welos."



"A good point,” the girl replied bleakly, and from her tone, Kero guessed that thiswas yet
another Skybolt who had persona experience of the Karsites.

"Sounds like agood plan to me," Kero said quietly when Lyr looked to her, and she saw severa
others nodding, including the brown girl.

"Thenlet'sgo for it." Lyr turned her horse around, and sent the beast trotting esst, toward the
Border. During the night, they had gone from dry, scrub-covered hillsto lusher lands, thickly covered
with the kind of treesKero felt judtified in calling a"tree. " The hillsweretdler, too, and dthough they
were aso rockier and more precipitous, the soil seemed richer here. If thiswasthe kind of territory
Karse wastrying to claim, Kero could understand their reasoning, athough she obvioudy couldn't agree
with it. Within afew furlongs, the gametrall came out above ared trail, onewith the sgns of shod
hoofprints on it. Instead of avoiding thetrail, asthey had been, Lyr led them right down onto it, and they
rode dong singlefile asif they belonged here. Kero, who wasriding tail again, had to keep reminding
hersalf not to turn and look behind. It felt asif there were eyes and arrows trained on her back the
moment they broke out of cover, even though she knew their followers couldn't possibly have gotten
within line-of-gght yet.

Only the presence of birds and an occasiond rabbit or squirrel along thetrail gave her any feding
of real comfort.

If there had been someone ahead of them, there wouldn't be any birdsto startle up asthey were
doing. If there was someone following them off thetrail, the birds would be smilarly disturbed-and the
only birds on thewing Kero saw were those who were going about normal business, not those whose
graight-line flights showed them to be frightened into taking wing.

She saw Lyr watching the birds, too and coming to the same conclusions, for the scout leader's
shouldersrelaxed margindly.

Gradudly, asthe morning lengthened, and the sun rose above the trees, shelost that fedling of
having watchers behind her. Lyr stopped the group from time to time-but she didn't send one of the
others back to look for pursuers as Kero had expected she would; she went herself. Thefirst two times
shereturned with the faintest of frowns, but the third, just before noon, she returned with just asfaint a
amile

Shelet them dl stop when their path intersected with a clear, cold river, which horses and riders
were equaly grateful for. She didn't say anything, but everyone knew; they were no longer being
followed, and it was safeto rest for alittle, eat, and rest and water the horses.

Watering the horses camefirst for al of them. At the beginning of their flight, quite afew of the
Skybolts had remounts with them-very few horses had the stamina of Hellsbane, and most scouts had
two or even three extras.

Now those remounts were gone, lost in the fighting, and after asteady night of riding, the beasts
wereweary. Not lathered, but worn, without any reserves. When Lyr finished watering her horse,
unsaddled and quietly tethered it and spread some grain for it to edt, the rest of the group sighed with
relief and followed her example. Their horsesweretharr life-and it had worried al of them to haveto
treat them thisway.

"Who wasn't out yesterday?" Lyr asked, and got four handsin reply. "All right," she said.



"Y ou four arefirst guard. Wake four more about mid-afternoon-who're my volunteers?' Kero
was about to raise her hand, but someone el se beat her to it. So instead, she tethered Hellsbane,
munched a handful of dried fruit, and laid herself down on what looked like bracken with her bedroll for
apillow, pausing only long enough to loosen the straps of her armor alittle. She was adegp as soon as
sheld wriggled into amarginaly comfortable postion.

It seemed asif sheld just closed her eyes, but when she woke to a hand shaking her right
shoulder-right was for "safe" waking, |eft for when you wanted someone to wake up quickly and quietly
because of abad Stuation, she sat up and rubbed her eyes without agrumble.

Her waker was Tobe, and he smiled sympatheticaly as she blinked at him. However short atime
it had seemed, the sun was alot farther west than it had been when she'd dropped off to deep, and there
was no doubt sheld gotten the full amount of rest promised.

Satisfied that she was awake, Tobe moved on to the next fallen body. Kero levered hersalf up
out of the bracken, wincing alittle at bruises and rubbed places, and glad she was till too young to suffer
from joint-ache from degping on the ground. And gods be thanked for kegping mein one piece through
al thissmay you continue to do so! Shewalked stiffly to streamside, up current of where the horses were,
and knelt down on awide, flat stone on the bank. Tobe joined her as she gathered a double-handful of
cold water and splashed it over her face. It felt wonderful, especially on her gritty eyes.

"Fill your water skin," he advised. "Lyr sayswereright off our maps, and she has no ideawhen
welll hit water next. " Kero nodded, and splashed her face again, wishing she dared bathe. Going dirty
could be dangerous as well as unpleasant; if the enemy used dogs or pigs as guards, or if their horses
weretrained (aswas Hellshane) to go dert a an unfamiliar scent, you were afool not to bathe as often
asyou could.

But there was no hopefor it; there was no time. She compromised by taking just long enough to
gtrip off her armor and change the tunic and shirt underneath; Lyr and severd of the otherswere aready
doing the same, 0 it was safe to assume she wouldn't take Kero's head off for causing an unnecessary
delay. Dirty shirt and tunic wererolled as smdl as possible and went into the bottom of the pack.

Food and drink came next; Hellsbane got her full ration of grain firgt, plus Kero pulled agood
armful of grassfor her, then Kero dug out a handful of dried meat and another of dried fruit. She
resaddled Hellsbane while both of them were eating, promising the mare agood grooming as soon as
possible. A kettle was making the rounds; when she accepted it from the brown girl, it proved to be half
full of somekind of herb tea. Kero raised an eyebrow at her, but the girl shrugged; so Kero dipped the
tincupinit and drank it down.

It was fekartea; double-strength and unsweetened, it was bitter as death and a powerful
gimulant. Some of the scouts used it on long patrols; Lyr must have found someone with a
supply-assuming she didn't have any herself-and made up asun-brew while they al dept. A black kettle
|eft in the sun to steep made tea as strong as anything boiled, and Lyr was too canny to risk afire. They'd
probably al need thisteabefore the night was over. Too little deep had killed plenty of times, as
someone nodded out and fell behind the rest on atrek like thisone,

When the kettle finished itsround Lyr took it from the last to drink and beckoned them all close
to her; they stood shoulder to shoulder in ahuddle, like children before agame.

"Werein Karse now, in the buffer zone," she said quietly.



"Ther€ll be no fireswhile were here, nothing, to bring usto the attention of anyone-aKarsite
patrol wouldn't have afire either; they make cold camps dways unlessthey'rein asiege. Were going a
little farther eadt, riding thistrail until just after sunset. Then well be turning north, through the night, then
west as soon aswe hit anything that looks like aroad. Once we start going west, we'll be traveling
entirely by night. The Karsites do that, sometimes, and it'll be harder for someoneto tell that we aren't a
patrol of theirsif we meet them after dark. If that happens, isthere anybody who speaks Karsite better
then me?'

The brown girl spoke up. "MeMum'sKardite," she offered.

"Can you give me abit of a speech about going west to harass the heathen, with al the Sunlord
crap attached?

The girl spouted off abit of liquid gabble; difficult to believe that a people asintransigent and
violent asthe Karsites had such abeautiful language. Kero didn't understand it, but Lyr evidently did; she
nodded in satisfaction. " Better than me by agood furlong; right, if we run into apatrol, you're the leader.
Think you can reckon what to tdll ‘em without me coaching you?'

"Aye" the girl asserted sturdily, blushing abit. "Mum usetatell uswhat them officerswas like-bit
like Rethwellan reglars, only stuffed full of that religious dung and dricter about orders and rules. So long
as| keepinggting it's orderswe're followin', and praise Vkandis often enough, should be dl right. The
half of ‘em can't read nor write, so havin' verba ordersisn't going to make'em think twice."

Lyr looked satisfied, and patted the girl on the shoulder. "Right, then, let's mount up and make
ometime.”

They turned to their horses-and that was when Hellsbane flung up her head and screamed a
warning.

Kero didn't even stop to think; she just threw herself across the clearing and into the saddle. She
didn't quite make it before the horse lunged; she only got hafway over, clinging with both hands and
gritting her teeth asthe mare threw hersdf sdewaysto avoid aswung ax. The ground had sprouted
armed men, it seemed-Hell shane's scream had been the only warning before the attack. Lyr must have
left someone asaguard, but just as surely, those guards were dead now.

Hellshane pivoted. Kero managed to use the mare's momentum to swing hersalf properly up into
the saddle; she pulled Need then, and looked for atarget. Battle fever took over; she was wide awake
and dert, feding asfresh asif sheld risen from afeather bed with afull night's deep behind her. There
was someone el se operating behind her eyes now, someone who took afierce enjoyment in dealing
death and evading it. Later, sheld betired and alittle sick-but not now. Not now, when her heart raced
and the blood sang in her ears, and everything seemed sharper and clearer than it ever was outsde of a

fight.

She had plenty of targets to choose from. As motley as these attackers were, they had to be redl
bandits, but they outnumbered the Skybolts, and they knew how to fight. In general, amounted fighter
has the advantage over an unmounted man, but these bandits knew how to negate that advantage.

In fact, even as she looked for atarget, she spotted a snaggle-toothed, bearded man swinging for
Kero with ahooked pike designed to catch in her armor and unhorse her. Assuming Hellsbane let him.



The mare saw him as soon as Kero did; shereared alittlein place, to warn her rider, then reared
to her full height, flailing out with both hooves and crow-hopping forward on her hind legs as she did so.
He was not expecting that, and froze, mouth open, staring at the horse.

Those powerful hooves caught and[ splintered the pike, then came down squarely on the head of
the wielder. He collapsed, going down without a sound. Hellshane dropped down on hisbody, just to
make sure of him; then spun on her hindquarters to take out the ax-wielder sheld evaded earlier with her
formidable teeth, while Kero took care of asword-bearer who had come up on the opposite side. The
fool shouldn't have been flinging a sword around his head; Kero took off the swordsman's hand, while
Héellsbane snapped inches away from the axeman's face. The axeman tried to get out of her way,
stumbled backward and fell, and she surged forward to trample him.

A large shadow-hoofbeats-K ero sensed someone coming up from behind, but Hell sbane was
aready ahead of her; the mare lashed out with her hind feet and caught another horse squardly in the jaw.
Kero clung to the saddle while the mare pivoted again, quick as asnake, bringing her into striking
position asthe injured horse started to stumble. Hellshane lashed out with fore hoovesthistime, and
caught the horse in the neck and shoulder.

The other horse started to fal. Therider wasflailing both armsfor balance, and wide open;
Kero's dash opened his stomach, leather armor and al. Hellshane scrambled over their bodies, pivoted
again, and Kero found hersdf facing apair of swordsmen.

Thistime she signaled Hellsbane to charge them; they weren't quite ready, and she figured they'd
scatter if they saw the mare coming for them. They did; Kero cut a one as she passed, though she didn't
think sheld done him any red damage.

That gave her abit of breathing space, and now that she had a chance to look up, she saw that
shewas done, and no longer in the clearing. The otherswere just barely within sight, far downstream.
Somehow she'd gotten separated from them-and it seemed asif the bandits thought she was afar better
prospect and were concentrating their efforts on her.

Maybe it's Hellshane, she thought, parrying yet another sword-stroke, just now noticing that her
arm was getting tired and heavy. She's atempting target, even if they don't know what sheis. Dear gods,
what am | thinking? I've got to get back to the rest!

She urged the mare in the direction of the others, but once again they were cut off, and Kero had
aconfusing impression of being forced, step by step, toward the bank of theriver.

Theriver! If | canget toit, I'll at least have one direction they can't come a me from!

She gave Hellsbane the signd; the mare needed no further urging. She gathered herself and
surged toward the beckoning water, while the banditstried to intercept them. She wouldn't have any of it;
though they prevented her from making that bank, she got within afew feet, running two of the bandits
right off the bank in the process.

She screamed, and rushed again, heading farther downstream, away from the vanishing Skybolts,
but once more toward the riverbank.

Kero blinked asthey burst through the brush and came out on alow bluff above thewater. This
didn't seem to be the sameriver they'd camped beside; it was much wider and deeper, the opposite side
farther than Kero would care to swim, seeing how rapid the current was.



But this higher bluff made a good place to make astand. Hellshane had other ideas. She had no
intention of stopping on the top of the bluff. She plowed through the last of the bushes, kept charging
straight on, and plunged over the edge, headfirst into the cold water.

"Well," Kero said to her horse, as she was wringing out her shirt, "At least we lost them.”

Hellshane munched soaked grain and dry grass, stolidly ignoring the results of Kero's
none-too-gentle ministrations.

The mare had quite afew wounds after the encounter; cuts and dashes, and afew scrapes. None
of her injurieswere too deep, but Kero had titched them anyway. Hell shane was amazingly good about
being doctored; she didn't even object too strenuoudy to having minor wounds stitched up.

Asfor hersdf, sheld come out of it pretty much unscathed other than being half-drowned.
Soaked, but unwounded. Bruised and battered by the rocksin theriver, tired to death and cold. She
hadn't lost any equipment thistime, which wasno small blessing, but she was completely los.

She had no idea of where she could be, either. She had avague idea of wherethey had gonein,
at least in relation to amental map sheld been congtructing, but once off that map, she might aswell have
been on the other side of the world. The river's powerful current had swept them downstream, to the
south, the opposite direction she'd last seen the rest of the troop heading. Hellsbane had hit the water
right where it swirled away from the bank in an irresigtible flow, and once out of the grip of it, she could
not get the mare turned to take the western bank that she'd jumped from. Therewas no help for it; the
mare was convinced that the western bank held nothing but enemies and would not swim back to it.
Kero had given up, and let her make for the opposite shore. By the time Hellsbane had made the eastern
bank, they'd been carried at |east aleague downstream.

Now the western sky was a bloody red above the trees; night would be falling soon, and shewas
out inthe middle of Karsite territory, completely aone, with every possession she still owned soaked
through and through. Even if sheld had amap, it wouldn't have survived.

There were afew notable exceptions to the destruction; her bow had been wrapped in oiled
cloth, which had fortunately survived the plunge. It was dl right, aswere her little medical pack and her
firekit. But everything e se was awet mess. Unfortunately, that included the rations.

Thejourney-bread wasinedible; the rest, jerked meat and dried fruit, and Hellsban€'s grain, was
inasad date.

Thelittle that wasleft would last a couple of days before going bad; after that, she and Hellsbane
would haveto live off the land.

"l could look on the bright Side, she said to the mare. "At least we have water. And | got that
bath."

But I'm cold now, with no chance to warm up. The best | can do iswring my clothesasdry asl
can, stuff myself on what food hasn't been ruined, and walk Hellsbane north. If I'm lucky, my clothes will
dry on me without sending meinto achill.

Then she thought better of that idea. There's only me, and no road. Maybe not. Maybe I'd just
better seeif | can't rig up ashelter and try for atrail or apath in the morning.



Tarma had taught her how to rig ashelter in about any territory; in aforest, it wasn't too difficult a
task. A littlework with her ax and she had enough supple willow and pine branchesto weaveinto a
lean-to. Asthelast diver of the sun vanished on the horizon, she fabricated awoven mat that should cut
the wind, and shed most of therain if she happened to be completely out of luck. With the last of the light
she gathered dry leaves and layered first leaves, then dl her clothing, then another layer of leaves beneath
it. The water-soaked jerky was even less appetizing than it was when dry, but she wolfed it down
anyway. It was dtill food, and if she didn't edt it, shed have to throw it away.

She hung Hellshane's saddle blanket under abush, and turned the saddle upside down to dry.

That was al she could do at this point, except to tell Hellsbane, "Guard." The mare went on the
dert, and Kero crawled into her bit of shdlter, dready shivering. She was sure she'd never get warm, and
equally certain sheld never deep. She was wrong on both points.

"North or south?' she asked Hdllshane. The mare flicked her ears forward but made no
commentary.

Her clothing was dry, her bedrall till soggy. Hellshane's blanket was dry, though, so after she
saddled the mare and strapped the packs on her, she opened up the bedding and draped it over
Héellshane's rump, like a pathetic attempt at barding The mare craned her head around for alook, and
snorted in disgust.

There was a vague tugging sensation that Kero recognized as coming from Need. West, it urged.
Shetook onelook at the river, even wider here than where sheld gonein, and told it to hold its tongue.
Or whatever it used for one.

She mounted, settling herself over bedding and dl, hoping they wouldn't encounter anything
unfriendly. If they had to make arunfor it, they'd lose the bedroll.

"South, | guess," she said out loud.

"I haven't achance of catching up with the others, and they wouldn't wait for me. We were going
north and east, 0 if | go south and can get back acrossthisriver, | should bein the right areato make
for the Border again.”

Nothing answered her, not even abird. She could hear birds elsewhere, off in the forest, but her
movements had frightened them into Slence here.

It made her fed like acreature of ill-omen, aharbinger of death. Something even the birds
avoided. Until she caught sight of abold green-crested jay swooping down out of the treesto stedl a bit
of the ruined, discarded journey-bread.

Then shelaughed shakily, and cast off her fedings of impending disaster. Hellfires, she thought, as
the mare picked her way between the trees, I've aready had my quota of disasters. | should be about
due for some good luck.

But theimp of the perverse wasn't finished with her yet-or else, perhaps there truly wasacursein
operation.



She found a path-awell-worn path leading from the river-and followed it just out of sight, afoct,
leaving Hellshane tethered in asafe place hidden by the underbrush.

It was just aswdll that she hid the horse-because the path led to avillage, one with formidable
walls. The village was placed across the only rea road south.

Shediscovered, by watching the place for half the morning, thet it was avery activevillage-the
headquarters, so it seemed, for theloca Karsite patrols. The riders coming in and going out were not in
uniform, but they rode with military discipline and precision, and Kero twice saw priestly robes among
them.

She cursed to hersdf, but crawled back to where she had |eft Hellsbane and retraced her steps
to her cold camp, where she destroyed every sign that a scout had been there. There was no hiding the
fact that someone had been here, but she did her best to make it ook asif the camp might have been the
work of children.

| only hope that Karsite younglings run off to play soldier in the woods the way we did she
thought grimly, as she sent Hellshane picking her way through the forest, trying to keep her on thingsthat
wouldn't show hoof prints-stone, pine needles, and the like. Sheld muffled the mare's hooves in leather
bags, which should confuse things alittle, but Hellsbane hated the "boots’ and Kero wouldn't be able to
keep them on her for very long.

The river turned west, but the terrain forming its bank worsened and they had to leave it and
move farther eas.

By mid-afternoon they hit another trail. This one dso had the tracks of horse hooves onit, but
they were broad hooves, unshod, and hopefully marked only the passage of farm animals.

L ate afternoon brought increasing signs of habitation. Once again Kero tethered the mare degp in
the brush and went on done, afoot.

Theterritory away from the river wasturning drier; there were woods down in the valeys, but
the hills themselves supported mostly grass and bushes. She climbed atree when she picked up sounds
of humans at work, and redlized, as she surveyed this newest village from the shelter of its highest
boughs, that this change in vegetation was going to make traveling even more difficult. It would be hard to
stay hidden, and impossible to disguise the mare as anything but what she was.

Thisvillage was much smaler than the first, and did not appear to be harboring any of the Karsite
forces other than asingle priest. He herded every soul inthevillage halls, and into the center of town as
the sun went down, leading them in along-and evidently boring-religious service.

Kero snickered alittle, watching some of the worshipers nodding off in the middle of the priest's
main speech.

When the |ast edge of the scarlet sun findly sank below the horizon, he let them go. They lost no
timein seeking their own little cottages.

Kero watched them until full dark, then went back for Hellsbane, satisfied that no one would be
stirring out of doors except to vigt the privy. As darkness covered the cottages, her sharp ears had
caught the sounds of bars being dropped over doorways dl acrossthe village. These people feared the



dark and what it held-therefore darkness was her friend.

Therefore | won't be getting any deep tonight, she added with asigh, as she took Hellshane's
reinsin her hand and moved cautioudy toward the deeping village, walking on the side of the road and
ready to pull the mareinto cover a thefirst sign of life other than herself. Wonder how they get the
troopsto travel at night if thefolk are so afraid of the dark? Then again, maybe the troops are what
they're afraid of.

The villageitself was not the kind of untidy sprawl of houses she was used to; thisplace was a
compact huddle of thirty or forty single-storied cottages, mostly dike, ranged on three sdes of the village
sguare. The fourth side was taken up by four larger homes, and what Kero presumed to be the temple,
and the entire village was surrounded by an areathat had been cleared entirdly of brush and trees, leaving
nothing but grass. The arrangement made it possible for her to skirt the edge of the village without leaving
the shelter of the trees, and till see anything moving among the houses.

The place was uncanny, that much was certain. Once again she had the fedling that there were
eyes out there, but thistime she aso had the fedling those eyes were somehow missing her. Therewas
definitely something in that village; something that held the inhabitants silent and hidden in their houses,
something that scanned the night for anything that didn't belong there. Like me, she thought, glad sheld
put Hellshane's "boots" back on, and equally glad that the mare was too well-trained to give her avay
with awhicker to the farm beasts. It'slooking for something like me, only it can't find me.

Maybe-maybe Need's finally doing something. Damned if I'm going to drop shiddsto find out. It
seemed to take half the night to creep past the village; and once pagt, she didn't relax her vigilancein the
least. She stayed in the shadow of the treesfor furlongs, then she mounted the mare and rode out on the
road to the east, and she didn't leave that cover, not even when the village was long past.

That vigilance paid off shortly before dawn, when she thought she heard hoofbeats ahead of her.
The sound faded after only an instant, but she found agap in the brush and dismounted to lead the mare
into its conced ment.

There shewaited. And waited.

She beganto fed likeafool, but not even that would send her out onto the road again before she
knew without a shadow of a doubt that there was no one elseoniit.

Then-she fdt that searching again, and froze. Once again it passed over her, but shefelt as
hel pless as a mouse stuck in an open field, knowing there's ahawk overhead ready to stoop the moment
it moves.

The fedling passed, but before she could take Hellsbane out onto the road, she heard hoofbests,
the same as before, but much nearer-practicaly on top of her position.

Some quirk of the hills echoed them up in time to warn me, she redlized numbly. Blessed Agniral
If I hadn't heard them-It was along time before she could convince herself to move.

Eagt and north, alittle west, then north again; never any closer to her god, never any idea of
where sheredly was. She wasin shegp country now-there were fewer priests, which was ablessing, but
shepherds are lonely and inquisitive folk, the kind she wanted to avoid at al costs.

Twice she dropped dl caution and used her Gift to help her raid farms for food. Each time she



felt that searching, "ey€"’ pass over her sometimelater, asif she had inadvertently set off some kind of
aarm by her use of thought sensing. After the second time, she resolved to tighten her belt further.
Nothing was worth fedling that presence out there, looking for her.

Héellshane was ahardy soul, and could live quite happily on grass done since she wasn't seeing

heavy activity.
Infact, fully half the time Kero walked and led her instead of riding, especially at night.

She dept by day, whenever she could find cover enough to hide the mare. She dreamed amost
every night; vague, odd dreamsinvolving Need, Need and an old woman, and a very young girl barely
into her teens. They weren't very coherent dreams, and they involved things that seemed to be right out of
the wildest of legends, so far in the past that they bordered on incomprehensible.

It was after thefirst of those dreams that she encountered the first priestess-as opposed to
priest-of Vkandis.

She had dept most of the day, knowing that there was another village to pass that night, and at
sundown had worked her way down toward that village to keep watch until everyone was safely tucked
up for the night. Right on schedule, acowled and robed figure appeared from the rock-walled temple
and assembled the villagers. She wondered idly if thisvillage's sunset service was going to be asdull as
the other ones she'd overseen when the figure threw back its cowl to revea ahead of wild, scarlet curls
and an unmigtakably feminineface.

Shock held her in place; further shock kept her frozen for amoment, asthe priestess raised her
head and stared directly at the place where she lay conceded.

Only the sun saved her; there was a service to conduct, and Kero was under the impression that
if there was an earthquake, battle-charge or erupting volcano in progress at sunset, the followers of
Vkandiswould still conduct their devotionsto the last ray of light.

Hafway into the service, Kero managed to shake off her paralyss, and crawl back to where
sheld left Hellsbane tethered. Thistime she did not wait until sunset; she mounted Hellsbane and rode
farther eestward, giving the village awide berth, and pulling every trick Tarma had ever taught her to
confuse and conced her trall.

Theregfter, following every one of those dreams, sheld encounter afemale devotee of Vkandis.
And every single one of them seemed able to detect ether her, or the sword.

It was unnerving, not the least because she hadn't known-nor had anyone else to her
knowledge-that there were women placed so highly in Vkandis priesthood. Up until thistime everyone
shed ever taked to had spoken of the cult as being exclusively mae, and certainly thelittle anyone
outsde of Karse knew of it painted the credo as being thoroughly misogynistic.

Certainly the Karstes had very little use for women in general, and positively despised fighting
women like the onesin the ranks of the Skybolts, reserving particularly gruesome trestment for them
when caught.

And yet-the order of Vkandiswas amilitant order. Every one of the women Kero had seen had
worn asword.



The order of Vkandis deplored the use of magyic-yet she had felt magic searching for her, and
these women seemed perfectly willing to employ something like enough to magic asto makeno
difference.

It appeared that whatever the outside world knew of Karse and the state religion, there were
things going on within it that were not to be discovered until one penetrated into the country itsalf. What
those things meant, Kero had no idea, except that she had better keep her head down and her behind
well-hidden, or she wasn't going to be telling anyone of her discoveries. Except, perhaps, aninquisitor.

| think I've been in hiding forever, she thought dispiritedly, from her conceament among the
rocks above the road. Sundown would be soon, and then she could get on her way.

For dl the good it does me. Hoofbeats Sgnaled a Karsite patrol; she'd learned that the military
were the only groups that traveled mounted.

She watched yet another of those woman-priestsriding by her, this one evidently in too much of
ahurry to do more than raise her head as she passed Kero's hiding place in the rocks above the road.
And once again, she wondered what the presence of high ranking women in the priesthood meant.

Maybe dl that it meansisthat they haven't much use for women except inside boundaries. Like
it'sfine for women to do anything for the glory of the Sunlord, but outside the priesthood they'd better not
even think of doing anything besides stay at home and breed more worshipersfor the Sunlord.

Not for the first time, she wondered if she ought to abandon Need. She'd had haf adozen very
narrow escapes so far, and she had the fedling that the only reason she hadn't been caught was the
blade's belated redlization that just because these were women, they were not friendly toward Need's
current bearer. But if she did abandon it, the thing would only end up in the hands of some poor, ignorant
child, who would very probably be dead thefirst time one of the male Prieststook advantage of his
power and position to abuse one of hisflock. Kero had long ago redlized the same thing could have
happened to her if Tarmahadn't been playing guardian that night. The blade had no sense of proportion
and seemed to have avarying regard for the safety and-hedth of its bearer.

Or worse, the thing could end up in the hands of one of these priestesses, and Kero couldn't
even guess what would happen then.

Anything, she reflected, brooding down on the now empty road. | think Need isawhole lot older
than even Grandmother guessed. That probably accountsfor alot of the thingsit does. Anything that old
has aset of priorities and plansthat are awhole ot different from those of uswho'relikely to dieif
someone putsaholein us.

Infact, the more she thought about it, the easier it was to imagine some of the thingsit waslikely
to do.

Take over one of those priestesses and lead areligious crusade, for one thing. The Karsites tend
to goin for that sort of amusement in abig way. Seemsto me that was how the Sunlord ended up asthe
daterdigioninthefirs place. At least | think | remember one of those history books saying something
like that; and that's when the Karsites redlly got strange.

She snorted to hersdlf. Figures. Make someone adevout, fanatical anything, and hisbrain turns
tomulch.



Widll, | sure'sfire don't want to be the cause of another crusade among the Karsites.

And there was no indication the sword would even let her go in thefirst place. If shetried to
abandon it, she might end up in agony.

Dusk wasfdling, and it wastimeto be on her way.

Over the past few days, the sparsaly-forested hills had been giving way to apine groves, with
mountains looming up in the distance. Kero had the feding she was very near the Karse-Vademar
border; shewas certainly far enough north.

Sheld never expected to get up herein her lifetime. | wish to hell | wasn't here now.

She put her head down on her arms, and allowed hersdlf apainful lumpin her throat. | want
home, | want out of here! she wailed inside her mind. | want to see the winter quarters, and Shallan, and
Tre-1 want cooked food and areal bed-I want a bath-1 want to deep without having to wake every few
breaths because | think | hear something. She wastired right down to the bone, and her nerves werelike
red-hot wire. She started out of deep lately at the least little sound, but she knew if she didn't keep
hersdlf at thiskind of apitch, sheld lie down one night and wake only with the point of aKarsite sword in
her throat.

But worse than the rest was despair, the feeling that she'd never get back, never seefamiliar
faces again, never see home, or what passed for it. And the loneliness. She'd thought she was cold,
unfeding-now she knew differently.

She might not need people as desperately as Shallan did, but she needed them al the same.

Usudly she could shake the mood after letting it have her for afew moments, but not tonight.
Tonight despair followed her down off of the hill to thelittle valley and the brook she'd left Hellsbanetied
beside. It rode as her companion, unseen, but profoundly felt, as she followed behind the Karsite
patrol-behind dways being the safest place to be, with the Karsites. It covered her with agloom asthick
asthe dusk-and it was dmost the degth of her.

It was only when Hellshane snorted and balked, and the sword threw ajab of agony into her
head, that she pulled up and redlized that there were voices ahead of her. She rode Hellshane off into the
forest, and dismounted, leading the horse quietly under the pines and up onto atiny gametrail abovethe
floor of the valley and the road running through it. The crushed pine needles gave off a sharp scent that
made her pause for amoment. That scent could disguise the mare's and make it possible for themto
work around the patrol ahead of them without aerting the Karsites horses.

She took handfuls of needles stripped from the bough, crushed them between her palm and her
armor, and rubbed the resulting mass over Hellshane's coat. The mare sneezed once and gave Kero a
rather astonished look, but didn't really seem to object.

That accomplished, she spotted a good place to overlook the road; tethered the mare, and
wriggled her way down to it on her ssomach.

A rock outcropping offered little in the way of concealment, but the dusk itself provided that. She
got into place just intime to see the patrol that had passed her earlier, returning with a prisoner.

A very obvious prisoner; aman, tied to the saddle of amuch-abused mule. A man dressed



entirdy inwhite.
Thirteen

Something about the white uniform tugged at ahaf buried memory in the back of her weary
mind. Something to do with a priesthood? No, that can't beiit.

Shewas 4till trying to make the connection, when she saw something else moving below her;
something moving so silently that if it hadn't been for the color-or lack of it-she'd never have spotted it.
And if it hadn't been for the man, she wouldn't have thought- horse she have thought- ghost. Or fog. That
waswhat it resembled; abit of fog dipping through the trees.

But put white-clad man together with white horse, and even atired, numb-brained mere knew
what that meant.

This prisoner was one of the Heralds, out of VValdemar. And the Karsites appreciated the
Herads even less than they appreciated femaefighters.

That horseisno horse at dl, at least not according to Tarma she thought, keeping her eyes glued
to the vague white shape asit flitted from one bit of cover to another.

Shesaid it was-leshy'a, | think. A spirit. Huh. Looks pretty solid for a spirit. Doesn't look
particularly magicd, either.

The Kargte troop had stopped in the middie of the road, and were conferring quietly, with
anxious looks cast up at the mountainside above them, and back behind them, where they had been.
The-what wasit? Companion, she remembered now-the Companion froze where it was. The man
seemed obliviousto it all dumped in his saddle-but Kero had the oddest fedling that he wasn't as badly
hurt or as unaware as he seemed.

But it's going to take alot more than wits and a magic horse to get you out of this one, my friend,
shetold him silently. An army would be nice. Or at least one friend free and able to convince the Karsites
heisanarmy.

Or she-Ingtantly she berated hersdlf for thinking like afool.

This man had no claim on her or her sympathy. Vademar hired no mercs, and probably never
would. She had no loyalty to hisland and no persona feeling for him, except that the Karsites were not
going to be gentle with him. And there but for Need and the blessings of the gods, rode she.

Damnit, youreamost out of here! Y ou aren't an army, you aren't even in good fighting shape
right now, and heisn't afemale, so Need won't give afat damn about him.

The priestess gave a peremptory order, cutting off al further discussion. Therest of the party
dismounted and began leading their horses off into allittle blind canyon, probably to make camp, while
shetook charge of the prisoner. She rode up beside him, pulled his head up by the hair, and dapped his
face, so hard it rocked himin his saddle. He would have falen but for the grip she had on hishair. The
dap echoed among the rocks as she let go, and he dumped forward over the pommel. Even asfar away
as Kero was, there was no mistaking the priestess smile of crud anticipation.

Kero made up her mind then and there. Fine. He'saHerad. There's probably going to be a



reward if | rescue him, and even if thereisn't, he can get me out of here through VVademar. I'm getting
him away from that bitch.

Part of her yammered at the back of her mind, telling her that she wasinsanefor doing this, for
even thinking about rescuing the stranger. After dl, she wasn't in the clear yet, shewasdl aone, and the
idea of rescuing someone else was sheerest suicide.

Sheignored that part of hersalf, and wriggled backward, keeping hersdlf right down on the rock
and ignoring scrapes, until shewas out of sight of the road. But though sheignored good sense, she did
not ignore caution there was no telling if the Karsites had deployed a scout to check the woods. She kept
aslow and as quiet as a hunted rabhit, dipping from one bit of cover to the next, working her way
toward Hellsbane by acircuitous, spirding route.

The woods seemed empty of everything but birds-of course, another scout, agood one, might
not have disturbed them any more than Kero did. Still, there was no one out here that she could spot,
which probably meant that the Karsites felt secure enough not to bother with perimeter checks. Which
meant they aso might not bother with perimeter guards. If so, her task took on the aura of the possible,
When she reached her horse, she tied up Hellsbane's ftirrups, fastening them to the saddle, before
muffling the mare's hoovesin her "boots." Hellsbane pricked up her ears a that; she knew very well what
it meant, though it wasn't something Kero did often. She wasto guard Kero's back, following her likea
dog, until Kero needed her. Tarmahad drilled both of them remorselesdy in this maneuver; it wasn't
something every war steed could learn to do, but Hellsbane was both obedient and inquisitive, and those
were marker traits for amare that could learn the trick. Hellshane had learned her lessonswell.

The priestess and her charge had aready moved on, but it wasn't at al hard to guesswhere they
had gone, even Lordan could have figured it out. The troop had trampled down vegetation on both sides
of that little path leading off the main road. Kero waited, watched and listened long enough for her nerves
to start screaming. She crossed the road in arush, like a startled deer, then went up the side of the hill,
planning to follow their trail from above. Hellsbane followed, making no more noise than she did.

She found them at the end of the path, bivouacked in alittle blind canyon, thick with trees. And
by now the sun was setting somewhere beyond the trees; it was dowly growing darker. That was bad
enough-it was going to be damned difficult to get him loosein asetup like that, and harder till to get him
out-but worse was that there were more of them now than sheld seen in the original group. Where they
came from, or whether they were aready here when the priestess and her charge arrived, she had no
idea

It didn't much matter. The odds had just jumped from, five to one to about twenty to one.

Hellfires, she thought, watching some of the "new" onestietheir prisoner "securdly.” The Karste
idea of securely included arms bound behind him, back over athick tree limb, wrists secured to ankles so
that hisonly possible posture was knedling, and no position could be comfortable, even if hewas as
bonelessas Tre.

That was no way to treat anyone you intended to keep for very long. Which argued that they
didn't intend to keep him for very long.

| can till walk away from this, shetold hersdlf, settling her chin on her hands, the smell of old
leavesthick in her nogtrils. I'm not involved yet. They haven't seen me, and not even his horse knows I'm
there-and heisn't awoman, so Need won't give me any trouble about leaving him.



But the more she saw, the less pdatable the idea of leaving him in their hands became. Whatever
else hewas, thisHerald was afdlow human being, and a pretty decent oneif dl the things Tarmaand
Kethry had said about his kind were true. From the look of things, the priestesswas about to try alittle
interrogation and Kero knew what that meant. She'd seen the results of one of those sessions, and was
not minded to leave even astranger to faceit.

Besides, if these bastards were stopping this close to the Border to question him, there must be
an urgent reason to do so. Which meant that the reward for his release would be agood one, and the
information he held in his head must be vauable to someone. And if she could get him loose, he must
know the quickest way out of Karse and across that Border into Vademar, where sheéd be safe, if not
welcome.

And from there she could get home. That clinched it, the thought of "home" set up alonging so
strong it overwhelmed any other consideration.

There hasto be away, she thought darkly. There hasto be. She watched through narrowed eyes
as the woman rolled up the arms of her robes and picked up one of theironssheld laid in thefire,
examining it criticaly, then replacing it. So far, that priestess hasn't even looked up once. So either she
can't sense me, or Need-or whichever of us these women are somehow detecting-or else she's too busy.
Either way, if I'm very careful, | might be able to do alittle reading of their thoughts.

Maybe I'll overhear something thet'll help.

Sheunshielded carefully, alittle bit at atime, and sent adelicate wisp of thought drifting down
among them, the barest possible disturbance of the currents down there. And suddenly her little finger of
thought was seized and held in a desperate mentd grip.

Blessed Agniral Panic gave her strength she didn't know she had. She snatched her mind away,
and lay facedown in the leaves, heart pounding wildly with fear. Her first, panicked thought was that it
was the priestess; her second, that it was some other mage down below there.

But there was no sign of disturbance in the camp, and no one shouted awarning or pointed in the
direction of her hiding place. She throttled down her panic, and extended her probe a second time,
"looking" for the presence that had seized her.

It snatched for her again, alittle lesswildly, but no less desperate.

"Who areyou?' she thought, forming her statement clearly, as Warrl had taught her.

"Eldan. Who are you? | thought | wasthe only one out herel”

"Kerowyn-"

"Y ou haveto help me get loose," he demanded, interrupting her, his menta voice shaking, but
firm beneath the fear. "I've got to get back to report!"

"Fine” shetold him. "What'sit worth to you? Or should | say, to Vademar?'
That stopped him.

"What?' He seemed baffled rather than shocked. He literaly did not understand what she mearnt;



that was crystd clear from histhoughts.

"What isit worth to you to be freed? How much?’ she repeated patiently. "Money, my friend.
What'sthe reward for getting you loose? I'm not in thisfor my hedth. Therere easier ways of making a

living."
"I-" he faltered, "1-I thought you were aHerad-" Silence then, as he began to teke in the fact that
she plainly was something else.

"Obvioudy nat, friend. To clarify thingsfor you, I'm aprofessona soldier. A mercenary. Now
do you want meto get you free, or not?' She couldn't resist alittle barb. “Thoseirons are going to be
very hot inamoment.”

She waited for him to respond, and it didn't take long.

He named afigure. She blinked in surprise; it was more than she would have considered asking,
and she would have expected to be bargained down. Either he's more important than | thought, or he has
aninflated opinion of hisown worth. Either way, I'm holding himtoit.

"Bond on it?" she asked.

He gave hisbond, seeming alittle miffed that she'd asked.

"My Companion will help you onthis, too," he added.

Wi, that only bore out everything Tarma had told her about the spirit-horses.

"All right-" she said, and noted that he seemed allittle surprised that she took that last so camly.
"Hereswhat well do."

The Karsites had counted on the fact that they werein ablind canyon to protect them from
attack on three of the four sides, and probably were assuming that since the canyon was thickly wooded,
that would make fighting difficult for an opponent. But while the dope Kero was hidden on wasindeed
steep, it was not too steep for a Shin'ain war steed And she had trained in the woods.

They charged "slently,” without acry, Kero knowing that the Karsites would not recognize the
crashing of her horse through the underbrush for an attack until it wastoo late. She had her bow out, and
neither her am nor her arrows had suffered from lack of practice. The enemy fighters silhouetted
themsalves most consderately againgt the fire; she picked off four of the Karsite guards, two of them with
heart-shots and two through the throat, while fill on theway in.

Already battle fever had her, and her world narrowed to target; response. There was no room
for anything dse.

Meanwhile, commoation at the mouth of the canyon signaled the Companion's charge. Kero had
fdt alittle guilty about putting the unarmed horse there, but the Companion was not going to be able to
cut Eldan free, and shewas.

Héellsbane skidded to a halt beside the knedling Herad, and Kero swung her leg over the
saddle-bow and vaulted off her back, letting off another arrow and getting afifth score as she did so.



Weeks spent behind the Kargite lines had given her arough command of their language; she
heard the shouts, and redlized that from the plurals being used that they had mistaken the gray war steed
for awhite Companion, and hersdf for another Herald-it would have been funny, if shed had any timeto
think about it.

She dashed at the Herald's bonds, while the Companion charged down and trampled two more
Karsitesin hisway, and Hellsbane reared on her haunches and bashed out the brains of athird. The
ropesto hisankles and wrists were easy enough to handle, but just as she was getting ready to saw at the
thongs, binding Eldan's armsto thelog, two more of the Karsites rushed her. Shetossed aknife at the
Herald'sfeet while parrying thefirst Karsite's rather clumsy attack. He was easily dispatched, but his
friend arrived, and another with him-Hellsbane got therefirgt, half-reared and got the first from behind,
and the Companion fought hisway to the Heradld's sde. Now at least she didn't need to worry about
having to guard him while he cut himsdf free.

She thought she'd been hit a couple of times, but the wounds didn't hurt. Since they weren't
dowing her down, sheignored them as usud. The horseswere doing the job of four or five fighters,
charging and trampling every sign of organization and scattering people before them like frightened
quail-and Kero began to think thiswas going to work-Then she wheeled to face an opponent she sensed
coming up behind her And her sword froze her in mid-dash.

The new opponent was the warrior-priestess. A woman. And Need would not permit her to
carry out her attack.

Let me go you stupid BITCH of ahunk of tin! she screamed mentally at the blade, seeing her
death in the amiling eyes of the priestess, in the crud quirk of her lips, in the dow, preparatory swing of
the priestess mace-Then atree limb swung down out of the gathering darkness, and with aresounding
crack, brokein half over the woman's head.

The priestess dropped the mace, and fell to the ground like astone.

Need let Kero go, muttering into the back of her mind in degpy confusion, then subsiding into
dlence

"Thanks," shetold the Herad, with dl the sincerity she could manage.
"Anytime" hereplied, grinning.

But there were il far too many Karsitesin this camp, and the stunned disbelief that took them
when their leader went down wasn't going to last much longer.

Kero made arunning jump for Hellshane's saddle, vaulting spraddle-legged over the mare's rump
and landing squarely in place. The Herad followed her example ahdf breath behind.

And she couldn't help it-she indulged in a bloodcurdling Shin'din war-cry asthey thundered out
the canyon mouth, running over two more Karsites who weren't quick enough to get out of the way.

Let 'emfigurethat out.

"Have we gone far enough, do you think?" she asked Eldan wearily, about a candle mark before
dawn.



"I certainly hope s0," hereplied, hisvoice asdull and lifdessas hers.

"And | doubt very much they're going to follow our trail. Wherein Havens did you learn al that?
Thet trail-muddling stuff, | mean.”

"It'smy job," she reminded him, and looked up at the sky, critically. Therewere fill arsinthe
west, but the east was noticeably lighter above the thick pines. It wastime to find somewhere to hide for
awhile

"We need acave, or aledge overhanging some bushes, or something,” she continued. "Were
going to need to hidefor at least two days, maybe three, maybe more, so it's going to have to stand up to
some scrutiny. | want acave, | redly do."

He looked bewildered, and not particularly happy. "Two days? Three? But-" She cut him short.

"I know what you're thinking. Trust me on thisone. I'm hurt, you're hurt, and the Karstes are
going to expect us to make straight for the Border. We need time to recover, and we need time for our
trail to age. If we hole up back here, and stay here, well get in behind them. They won't look for usto
comefrom thet direction.”

Herald Eldan was hardly more than a dark shape against the lighter sky, and sheredized that she
redly didn't know what he looked like. He shook his head dubioudly, then shrugged.

"All right, you obvioudy know what you're doing. Y ou did get me out of there.” He gestured
grandly. "Lead on, my lady."

Ordinarily, that would have caused her to snap I'm nobody's lady, much less yours, but
something about Eldan-an unconscious graciousness, afeding that held treat ascullery maid and a
princess with the same courtesy, made her smile and take the lead, afoot, with Hellsbane trailing
obediently behind like an enormous dog.

She knew what she waslooking for, when sheld started searching here among the cliffs off the
road, following the barest of gametrails, and she had the feding sheld find it in these uneven limestone
dopes. A cave. Somewhere they could hide and rest and not have to worry about searchers. Aboveal,
though, their hiding place had to be big enough for the horses, too-maybe Eldan's Companion could
make himsdlf into adrift of fog and escape notice, but Hellsbane was dl too solid.

Shetried severd places that looked promising, but none of them were near big enough. She
began watching the sky with one anxious eye; the rising sun had begun to dye the eastern horizon a
delicate pink, and once the Karsites had completed their morning devotions, the hunt would be well and
truly up. There was one advantage: asmall one. Bats would be returning to their lairsfor the day, and
bats meant caves.

There was aledge-and she thought she saw adark form flit under it.

She fumbled her way up toiit, tired limbs no longer responding, reactionsgonedl to hell.
Predictably, she tripped, completely lost her balance and grabbed for a bush.

Shemissed it entirdly. Shefdl down the dope with astrangled cry, rolling over and over, landing
inatangle of bushes-And faling through the clutching, spiky branches, into blacknesswith a



not-so-strangled shriek. She got aface full of gravel, and rolled farther, findly hitting her head, and seeing
garsfor amoment.

She lay on her back in the darkness, her earsringing, wondering what she was doing there.
"Kerowyn?'

She blinked, trying to remember where she was, and who that voice could belong to.
"Kerowyn?' Thevoice certainly sounded familiar.

She sat up, and her head screamed a protest-but it al came back. Eldan, the rescue-Right.

"I'min herel" she cried, hearing her voice echo back at her from deeper in the darknesswith an
elation not even her aching head could spail.

"Areyou dl right?* Shelooked in the direction of the voice, and saw alighter patch in the dark.
That must be the entrance, screened off by bushes so thick she hadn't even guessed it wasthere.

"Pretty much,”" shereplied, getting carefully to her feet, and sitting right back down again,
prudently, when her head began to spin.

"Can you bring the horsesin here? Right now my knees are alittle shaky."

"l think s0." There were sounds of someone thrashing hisway through bushes, leaving, then
returning.

"It looks big enough. Hang on, I'm going to make alight.”

She winced at the sudden flare of light, and looked away, toward the rear of the cave.
Interestingly, she couldn't see an end to the darkness. When she looked back again, Eldan had acandle
in one hand, and was leading Hellsbane in, the horse whickering her protest at being taken through
scratchy bushes, but obeying him readily enough.

Whichwasamiracle.

"'She should be breaking your arm, you know," she said conversationdly, as Eldan coaxed the
mare down the dippery gravel dope to the bottom of the cave.

"She's trained not to obey anyone but me, or someone I've designated that she'sworked within
my presence. She should betrying to kill you, or at least hurt you."

"One of my Giftsisanima Mindspeech, " he said, just as casudly. Then he dropped thereins,
grinned at her thunderstruck expression, and scrambled back up the dope, leaving the candle stuck onto
arock.

"Anima Mindspeech. of course. | should have known."

"Doesn't thishurt?' Eldan asked, pedling blood soaked and dried cloth away from adash on her



leg. The wound wasn't deep, but it was very messy; she was bleeding like the proverbid butchered pig.
And now that they were safe, it definitely did hurt.

Quite ahit, asamatter of fact.
"Yes" shereplied, from behind gritted teeth. "It hurts.”
"Thenwhy don't you yel alittle-it might do you some good.”

"It isn't going to do any good to bawl, much as1'd liketo," she pointed out. "And there might be
someone out there to hear me.”

He sighed, and repeated what he'd told her earlier.

"One of my Giftsisanima Mindspeech, my lady. If there was anyone out there, the wild things
would know it, and I'd know it. The only creatures that are going to hear you are some deer and a
couple of squirrels.”

"Cdll it force of habit, then," shereplied, clenching her fists while he continued to clean the wound
ashetdked.

Sheld dready done the same service for him, finding mostly bruises, and a couple of
nasty-looking cuts and burns where the priestess had tried alittle preliminary work, on him. He proved to
be quite ahandsome fellow; lean and muscular, alittle taler than she was, with warm brown eyesand
hair of sable-brown, but with two surprising white streaksin it, one at each temple. He had high
cheekbones, a stubborn chin, and a generous mouth that looked asif he smiled agreat dedl.

"I don't think this needsto be stitched,” he said, finaly. " Just bandaged redly well."

That'sardief. " She dlowed hersdf to smile. "Thanksfor taking care of everything. I'm sorry |
had to find this place with my head.”

Eldan had spent acouple of candle marks pulling up armloads of grass and bringing it into the
cave for the horses, then hunting up food for the humans. That was when held assured her that his Gift of
understanding animal thoughts would keep him safe. Somehow she hadn't been too surprised that held
brought back roots, edible fungus, and fish. Obvioudy if there was going to be any red meat or fowl
brought in, she would have to be the hunter. And that would have to wait until tomorrow, since sheldd
managed to give hersdf a concusson when shefell.

But the celling of the cave was high enough that afire gave them no problems, and the hot fish,
wrapped in ablanket of clay and stuffed with the mushrooms, together with the roots roasted in hot
ashes, tasted like the finest feast she'd ever had.

"How in the Havens did you ever become amercenary?' Eldan asked, wrapping a bandage
around her leg, and securingit.

"Sort of fel into it, | suppose,” shereplied. "I expect thisis going to sound atogether horribleto
you, but | happen to be good at fighting. And | didn't want the kinds of things considered acceptable for
young ladies.

"Like husbands and children?’ To her mild amazement, Eldan nodded. "My sigter fdlt the same



way. It'sjust that-1 can't imagine anyone with the Gift of Mindspeech being comfortable with killing
people.”

"l don't useit, much. The Gift, | mean. Wouldn't missit if it got taken from me." Shefdt alittle
chill; Eldan wasthe only person besides Warrl to know about this so-called Gift, and the ideafrightened
her as nothing elsein the past five years could. "Don't-let anyone know, al right?

"There's no reason why | should," he assured her, and somehow she believed him.

"But | must admit, | don't understand why you'd want to keep it secret if you don't useit that

"I livewith mercenaries," she pointed out to him. "People who vaue their privacy, and who
generdly have secrets™

"Ah." He nodded. "Where, among the Hera ds, such Gifts are commonplace, and we understand
that one doesn't go rummaging about in someone esesmind asif it were akind of old-clothes bin.
Therésacertain Protocol we follow, and even the ordinary, ungifted people understand thet in
Vademar. " For amoment shetried to imagine a place where that would be true, aland where she
wouldn't be avoided for such an ability, or considered dangerous.

She shook her head; placeslike that were only intales.
"Well werredifferent " he admitted. "Let melook at that dash aong your ribs, hmm?"

She pulled off her tunic and pulled up her shirt without thinking twice about it; sheld have done
the samewith Tre or Shallan. But when Eldan cleaned the long, shallow cut with his gentle hands, she
found her cheeks warming, and she discovered to her chagrin that she found histouch very arousing.

That's not surprising, she rationalized. We both came very close to desth back there. The body
doesthat, gets excited eadily, after being in danger-1've seen Shdlan vanish into the nearest bushes with
Rédli, both of them covered in gore. Coming close to desth seemsto make life that much more important.
Hell firesI've fet that way plenty of times, | just never did anything about it because there wasn't anyone
around that | wanted to wake up with.

He's somebody | wouldn't mind waking up with.

She caught the way her thoughts were tending, and sternly reprimanded herself. But that's no
reason to start with him.

"Y ou know, my lady," whispered alittle caress of athought across the surface of her mind, "just
because you've dways been afraid of something, that's no reason to continue to fear it."

For amoment she was confused, then angry with him for eavesdropping on her thoughts, until
sheredized he was talking about Mindspeech, not sex. But the touch of hismind on herswas as
sensuous as the touch of his handsjust under her breasts; the only other Mindspeaker sheld ever shared
thoughts with was Warrl, and he was not only unhuman, he was a neuter. She had never felt anything
quite so intimate as Eldan's thought mingling with hers ... there were overtones that speech alone couldn't
convey. A sensethat he found her as attractive as she found him; an intimation that his body was reacting
to the near-brush with death in the same way.



Until the hunt dies were going to have to stay in to keep attention down, she thought absently,
more than haf her attention being taken up with the fed of hiswarm hand on her aching ribs, and the
slken touch of histhoughts against her mind. It's going to happen sooner or later. Were both young, and
we're both interested. There's no earthly reason why we shouldn't. If we don't, things are only going to
get very strained in here.

She caught his handsjust as he finished bandaging her ribs, and dowly, and quite deliberately,
drew him toward her.

He was surprised-oh, not entirely, just surprised that she was so forward, she suspected. There
wasjust asudden flash of something like shock, and only for a momen.

She ddiberately kept her mind open to histouch, and after abrief hesitation, histhoughtsjoined
hersastheir lips met, and he joined her on her bedroll.

She prepared to kiss him, parting her lips, only to find he'd done the same. She chuckled alittle
at his evident enthusiasm; he did hishands under her shirt, over the breasts he had been trying very hard
not to touch amoment before. She undid the fastenings of his breeches and hel ped him to get rid of them,
while herid her of shirt and under drawers.

Tired and battered asthey were, they moved dowly with each other, taking their cuesfrom the
things picked out of each other's minds. Making love mind-to-mind like this was the most incredibly
intimate and sensuous experience Kero had ever experienced; and it was evident that Eldan was no
dranger toit. In fact, given the evidence of her senses, sheld have to account him as very experienced in
anumber of areas, with aformidable leve of expertise.

Quite adifference from Daren.

At some point, the candle burned out, leaving only thefirefor illumination; she hardly noticed.
She saw him just as clearly with hands and mind as she did with her eyes.

One more thing that was different from Daren: incredible patience. It had been avery long time
since her last lover; Eldan was understanding, and gentle-and made certain she wasfully satisfied, sated,
infact, before taking his own pleasure, pleasure in which shejoined, thrilled by the overwheming urgency
shefdt rushing into her from his mind. He arched his back and cried out, then dowed, bresthing ragged
and spent, and came to rest atop her. They lay together entwined, and gradually Kero redlized he was
fdling adegp and fightingit.

She soothed the back of his neck with adélicate brush of fingertips, and he sighed at the
wordless exchange and gave up the fight. He withdrew from her, gently and till aware of dl the
sensations of each others bodies. When she was certain he wasn't going to wake, she carefully
disengaged hersdlf, found another dry piece of wood and threw it on thefire, giving her alittle more light
to see by. She reached out and caught a corner of his bedroll, shook it out, and draped the blankets over
both of them.

She sitled in beside him, she noticed the Companion stare a him and sigh, before turning
toward the entrance of the cavein a"guard” stance. That wasthe last thing she saw as she fell adeep.

When she woke, Eldan was aready awake and about; in fact, that was what had awakened her.
Wisdly, he did not attempt to move quietly-anything that sounded like stedth would have sent her lunging
to her feet with aweapon in hand. She woke just enough to identify where she was, and who was with



her-then enjoyed the unwonted luxury of taking her time about coming to full consciousness. There was
no hurry; she certainly wasn't going anywhere.

Especially not today. Today she was onelong ache, from the soles of her feet to the top of her
head. Just bruises and muscle aches, of course; the cuts would be half-hedled scars by now. Or, more
accurately, half Healed scars. She suspected that the wounds she had taken had been agreat deal worse
when she'd gotten them-but one of Need's attributes was that she Hedled the bearer of just about
anything, short of a death-wound.

Sheld surreptitioudy made certain that the sword was under her bedroll, well padded to avoid
making alump, before she'd undressed to have Eldan tend to her injuries.

Shedidn't haveto bein physica contact with it for it to Hed her; it just had to be nearby but
under her bedroll was where she liked to put it when she had hurts that needed to be dedlt with. She
certainly would never have dept with a concussion without Need's Hedling.

She wondered what Eldan would make of her rapid recovery.

Hope helll just think alittle self-Healing is one of my abilities. I'd rather not have him asking too
many questions about Need. Grandmother said there was something odd about Heralds and magic, and
I'd rather not find out what it is.

Eldan had set about organizing the cave into a place where they could stay comfortably for
severa days. Just now he was heaping bracken into a depression and covering it with alayer of grass,
and after amoment, she figured out why. It wasto be abed, of course; much more comfortable than a
couple of bedrolls on the cold stone floor. She watched him, blinking deepily, ashelaid her saddie and
his own upside down to dry, and spread both horse blankets out to air.

"A negt, little hawk? Y ou're far more ambitiousthan | am,” she said with ayawn.
Helooked up, and grinned.
"Here," he said, tossing her clothing.

"It'sclean. | washed it dl while you were adeep.” She shrugged off the covers and ran ahand
through her hair, grimacing at thefed of it.

" dmogt hate to get into clean clothing when I'm as dirty as1 am.”

"That's easly remedied, too," hetold her. "Thisisalimestone cave, and that meanswater.
Theresatiny trickle a the back of the cave. Enough to keep all of us supplied, and clean up alittle, too.
" One of the things sheld stolen on her forays after food had been abar of rough brown soap; harsh with
lye, but it would get her clean. It had been in her packs; Eldan had evidently found it when held
rummaged around looking for the medica supplies (such asthey were). He handed the soap to her, with
ascrap of cloth that had once been part of her shirt. He didn't have much, besides his bedroll and some
dothing.

"Come keep me company,” she said, heading to the back of the cave and the promised water.
Sure enough, there was alittle stream running across the back of it, in one side and out the other with a
rounded pool worn by its motion. Cold, too. She winced as she stuck her hand iniit, but cold was better
at this point than dirty.



"So how did you manage to find such attractive company?' she asked, as she scrubbed ruthlessy
at dirt that seemed part of her, harsh soap, cold water, and all.

"Wdl, | wasdl tied up at thetime-"
"I meant the Karsites, loon," she said, splashing water at him. He ducked, and grinned.

"Becareful, or you'll put out the candle,” hewarned. "And | don't have many. Weredlly ought to
make do with firelight. So, you want to know how | happened to be keegping company with Karsites? I'll
tell you what, you answer aquestion, and I'll answer one. Fair enough?”'

"Wdl-" shesad cautioudy. "I'd like to know where you got such good training in your Gift if you
never told anyone about it,” heinterrupted eagerly. "Y our control is absolutdy amazing!™

"| told one other-person,” she admitted, reluctantly, "Actualy, he came to me, because|
was-uh-making it hard for him to deep at night." She ducked her head in the cold water, more than the
chill of her bath making her shiver. Y ears of conceding her abilities had made ahabit of secrecy that was
just too much apart of her to break with any comfort. The silence between them lengthened.

"Look," shesaid, awkwardly, her hair full of soap. "I'd rather not talk about it. It-it just doesn't
seemright. | redly don't useit that much, and I'd rather forget | had it."

Hesghed, but didn't ings. "1 guessit's my turn, hmm? Waell, it's stupid enough. Or rather, | was
stupid enough. | wasjust acrossthe Border, in alittle village. Not spying, precisdly, just picking up
commonplace information, gossip, news, that kind of thing. " She turned to Sare at him.

"Wearing that? Blessed Agnira, what kind of an idiot are you?

"Not that much of anidiot!" he snapped, then said, "Sorry. | wasn't that stupid, no, | was wearing
ordinary enough clothing, and I'd walked in; I'd left Ratha out in the woods, outside the villagewalls. |
thought my disguise was perfect, and | thought my contacts were trustworthy, but obvioudy, something
went wrong. | think someone betrayed me, but I'll probably never know for sure. Anyway, when they
first hauled me outside the walls, there were only acouple of the guards and no horse, and they got my
saddlebags even though they couldn't catch him.

"And when they found the uniform, they couldn't resst dressing you init." Sherinsed out her hair,
and dried hersdlf with the rag he handed her. With asmile of amusement, she recognized the rest of the
ruined shirt. "l can seetheir reasoning. Makesit dl clear to the priestess that they really had caught a
Herdd."

He nodded, and she pulled the clean clothing on, dripping hair and al.
"0, that'sit. Short and unadorned.”

Except for the reason you were over here. Just gathering information hmm? With the ability to
read thoughts? Not bloody likely. Y ou were posted to that village to eavesdrop on everything you could,
and you're more of afool than | think you areif you haven't redized I'd figure that out. So you Herads
aren't quite as noble-or as stupid-as you clam. There's such athing as morality, but there's such athing
as expediency, too. | just hope you save your expediency for your enemies.



But she didn't say anything, just strolled over the uneven surface of the cave floor to their fire.
"So how did you end up here?" he asked, handing her aroasted tuber and her water skin.
"The closest fighting | know of ison the Menmélith border, and you're leagues away from there.”

"Sheer bad luck," shetold him. "Theworst run of luck | could have had except for one
thing-nobody's managed to kill me yet, that | know of "

He amiled at that, and she described the rout, the flight, the dive into theriver, and her continued
flight deeper and deeper into enemy lands.

"So | ended up here" shefinished, "Likel said, sheer bad luck.”
"Not for me," he pointed out.

She snorted. "W, if your chosen deity brought me dl thisway to save your hide, it'sgoing to
cost you double. | may not be ableto collect from agod, but | can certainly collect from you!"

Helaughed.

"If any outside forces had any part in bringing you up here, it wasn't a my request,” he protested.
"I mean, not that | wasn't praying for rescue but they caught me only yesterday, and you've been on the
run for-what? Weeks?'

"Atleadt," shesad glumly. "Seemslike months. Sometimes| think I'm never going to make it
back home dive."

"Youwill,"” hereplied, softly.
Shejust shrugged.

"S0, are you going to introduce meto your friend? It hardly seems polite to keep acting like he's
no brighter than Hellsbane."

Eldan brightened.

"Y ou mean, you-"

"My wegpons master told me about Companions;” she said, cutting him off.
"They're-s-s" And suddenly, she was tongue-tied. She literally could not say the word.

"Specid," she got out, swesting with the effort. " Absolutdly the intellectua equals of you and me.
Right?'

"Exactly." He beamed.
"Ratha, thisis Kerowyn. Kerowyn, Companion Ratha."

"Zha'had'dlav'a, Ratha," she said politely, as the companion left his self-gppointed watch post a



the entrance and paced gracefully toward her. " Shin'ain, the greeting of my adopted Clan,” shetold both
Rathaand hisHerdd. "it means, ‘wind beneath your wings.' My Clan's the Ta€sedrin, the Children of the
Hawk."

She didn't know why the Shin'ain greeting seemed appropriate; it just fit. Ratha nodded to her
with grave courtesy; Eldan's eyes widened.

"Shin'din?' he exclaimed, and turned to look at Hellsbane, dozing over her heap of fresh-pulled
grass.

"Then-surely that's not-"

"Shelsawar steed.” And probably the only one you'll ever see off the Plains. "Her name's
Hellshane. Smart as a cat, obedient as adog, and death on four hoovesif | ask it of her."

"That much | saw." He got up and walked over to the mare, who woke when he moved, and
watched him, cautioudy.

"Hellsbane," Kero called, catching the mare's atention. "Kathal, dester'edre.” Hellsbane relaxed,
and permitted hersdf to be examined minutely. Eldan looked her over with al the care of aborn
horseman. Finally he left her to return to her doze and seated himsalf back by thefire.

"Amazing," he said in wonder. "Ugliest horse I've ever seen, but under that hide-if | were going to
build ariding beast for warfare, starting from the bone out, that's exactly what 1'd build.”

"Wdl, my wegpons master claims that's what the Clansdid do,” Kero said. "The gods done
know how they did it, or even if they did it, but that'swhat she clams."

"Amazing," he repested, shaking hishead. Then heraised it. "So, tell me about this weapons
master of yours. And how in the Havens did you manage to get adopted into a Clan?

Shegnmiled.
"It'salong story. Areyou comfortable?’

They were both alot wearier than either of them thought. He told her to start at the beginning and
shetook him at hisword. She told him about the ride, and to her embarrassment, discovered that the
song had madeit asfar as Vademar. Once past the decision to leave home and beg some kind of
ingructions from her grandmother, she caught him yawning.

"I'm not--that boring, am 7" she asked, finding the yawns contagious.

"No," hesad, "It'sjust that | can't keep my eyes open.”

"Wl | don't think any Karsites are going to creep up on usin the dark," she admitted, "And it's
well after sundown. | never once noticed anyone moving around after dark except army patrols. And
even they wouldn't go off the roads.” She did not mention the strange and frightening instances when
sheld felt asif she was being hunted; she had no proof, and anyway, nothing had ever come of it.

She got up and went to the tangled heap of blankets, intending to throw them over that invitingly
thick bed of bracken hed made. Eldan joined her in the task, still yawning.



"They seem to think that demonstrave by night," he said, shaking out his blanket. "It ssemsthat
people vanish out of their houses by night-whole families, sometime sand are never seen again. And not
surprisingly, the onesthat vanish are the onesthat are the least devout, or have asked uncomfortable
questions, or have shown some other signs of rebellion.”

She thought about the army patrols shed seen moving about at night, and was perfectly capable
of putting the two together.

"Hmm. Demons on horseback, do you suppose? In uniform, perhagps?

"A good guess,” he acknowledged.

"Makes mevery grateful | wasn't bornin Karse.™

Eldan spread the last of the blankets over the improvised bed and tilted his head to one side.

"Not dl the vanished end up dead, my lady," he said. " Some of them end up in the priesthood.”

"Not achance!" she exclaimed.

"I hadn't finished. They retain their skills-but they've forgotten everything about their old life.
Everything; it happened to someone | was watching as a possible contact. She had a Gift of Mindspeech,
onethat was just developing. When | next saw her, she didn't recognize anyone she had known before.
Her mind was a complete blank-and her devotion to the Sunlord wastota.”

He nodded as shefdt the blood drain from her face.

"Y ou mean-everybody with these 'Gifts winds up in the priesthood-and someonein the
priesthood stripstheir minds?' The ideawas horrible, more horrifying than rape and torture, somehow.
Rape and torture till 1eft you with your own mind, your own thoughts.

"Someone in the priesthood wipes their minds clean. Everything that made them what they areis
gone. I've been ableto trigger old memories in someone suffering from forgetfulness after ahead injury-"
(Shefiled that away for future reference.) "-but | have never been able to do so in one of the priestesses.”
He sighed. "Some would say that they are il better off that way than dead, but | don't know."

She shivered uncontrollably. "I'd rather be dead.”

He put hisarms around her to till the shudders. "Now I've told you something that's sure to
make you have nightmares,” he said gpologetically.

"l am sorry. | didn't mean to-" She snuggled closer in alightning change of mood, hest in her
groin kindled by the warmth of hisarms around her, and thefed of his strong body against hers.

"Y ou can do something to make me forget,” she pointed out-and nibbled delicately on his
earlobe.

"Sol can,” helaughed.

And proceeded to do just that.



Today there were hunters out there, though none were near the cave, and neither of them wanted
to risk going out. Quite afew hunters were prowling the hills, in fact-and at least ahalf-dozen priests. The
escaped Herald and his rescuer, it seemed, were very much sought after.

Ratha was the one who warned Eldan about the priests, fortunately before the Herald tried any
Thoughtsenang.

With that in mind, he pinpointed the enemy and identified the priests through the eyes of the
animals about them. He would have liked very much to touch the minds of their horses, so that he could
overhear what they were saying to each other, but both of them flt that particular ideawas far too risky.

"Maybeif you're ever in atrgp you can't break out of," shesaid. "Infact, I'll tell you what I'd
have doneif 1'd been in your shoes with your Gift back when they had you. I'd have waited until they
were sure | was helpless, and then I'd have spooked their horses. Run a couple of them through the fire
to scatter it, and they wouldn't have been able to see you getting away. Then | would have hidden red
closeto the camp until | saw agood chance to get the hell out of there. Likel told you, they don't expect
aprisoner to stick around. " Eldan looked at her with considerable respect.

"Therearetimes| wish | could convince you to come back with me, and thisis one of them. I'd
loveto put you in charge of aclassat the Collegium." She shuddered.

"Thank you, no. I'd rather face asiege." There were other, more disturbing, searchers. Twice,
Kero "fdt" those searching "eyes' sheld sensed before. Thistime they were angry, and she could fed the
hesat of their rage preceding and following them. Thefirst time, she was watching at the entrance to the
cave and didn't get a chanceto seeif Eldan felt them, too. But the second time was just after dark, when
they were both lounging beside the barest cod of afire, not wanting to risk alight being seen, and she
ingtinctively flattened herself againgt the stone floor of the cave, blood turning to ice-water in her veins.

Shelooked over at awhisper of sound, and saw that Eldan had done the same thing.

"What isthat?' she hissed, asif speaking aoud would bring the thing back.

"Youfdtit, too?' He also seemed impelled to whisper hiswords.

"I don't know what it is. It isn't any kind of Thoughtsensing I've ever run up againgt before. It
doesn't seem exactly like Thoughtsensing. It'slike-" he groped for adescription "-like therés actualy
some thing moving haf in our world, and haf in another, and the reason we can fed it isbecauseit
happensto be leaking itsthoughts. Likeit isn't shielded.”

She considered that for amoment. "And demonswalk &t night,” she said.

He stared at her.

"Demonsareonly in goried" he exclamed indignantly, asif he thought shewastrying to make a
fool out of him. Then he faltered, as she continued to watch him soberly.

"Aren't they?'



"Not in my grandmother's experience,” she said, sitting up dowly. "Though | can't vouch for
having seen one mysdlf. But consider how some of the people who vanish at night do so out of their own
houses, with no one dsein the family aware that they're gone until the next day.”

He contemplated that for amoment, as he pushed himself off the floor, and she watched hisface
harden.

"If that's got even the barest possibility of being true, thenit'sall the moreimportant that | get
back to report." He did not, a that moment, look like a man she wanted to cross.

"I'm doing the best that | can,” she pointed out without losing her temper. "After dl, | have quitea
bit riding on getting you back, mysdf!"

He stared at her for amoment, asif he wasn't certain just what she was. She watched curiosity
dowly replacing anger in hisexpression. Finally he asked, "If | hadn't agreed to your price back there,
would you have left mein their hands?

It would serveyou right if | said "yes, " she thought, but honesty compelled her to answer
otherwise.

"If I could have gotten you loose, without getting mysdf killed, | would have," she said. "But
instead of taking you to Vademar, I'd have convinced you it was safer to go through Menmellith. And
once across the border and with my Company, 1'd have turned you over to the Mercenary Guild asa
war prize. They would have ransomed you back to Vademar. I'd have lost ten percent on the dedl, buit |
gtill would have gotten paid.”

He stared at her, shocked and offended. "1 don't believe you!" he spluttered. "1 can't believe
anyone could be so-s0-"

"Mercenary?' she suggested mildly.

That shut him up, And after afew moments, his anger died, and was replaced by a sense of the
humor of the Stuation.

"All right, | wasout of line. Y ou have aright to meke aliving-"

"Thanksfor your permisson,” shereplied sarcagticdly. I'm redly getting just alittletired of his
attitude.

Hethrew up hishands. "I give up! | can't say anything right, can 1?1'm sorry, | don't understand
you, and | don't think | ever will. | fight for a cause and a country-"

"And | fight for aliving." She shrugged. "I'm just as much awhore as any other men or women
that make aliving with their bodies, and | don't pretend I'm not.”

And maybe that's the real difference between us. Mercs are the same as whores, people who
devote themsalvesto causes are like one haf of alife bonded couple. We do exactly the same things, just
| doit for money, and you do it for love. Which may be another form of payment, so-maybe he il
should do something abouit thet attitude.

She shrugged, fedling somehow just alittle hurt and oddly lonely. It appeared that being ableto



read people's minds didn't necessarily make for less misunderstandings.

Which isasgood areason as any to keep from using it so much | come to depend on it, she
decided. If it can't keep two people who like each other from making mistakes about each other, it isn't
going to keep me from making mistakes about other things.

"So," she said, when they knew there probably weren't going to be any repetitions of their
vigitation, and both of them had gotten achanceto cool down alittle, "I don't know about you, but | am
not going to be able to get to deep for awhile. Not after having that cruise by overhead.”

Eldan sighed, and looked up from the repairs he was trying to make to his clothing, using athorn
for aneedle and raveled threads from a seam.

"I'm glad I'm not the only onefeding that way. | was afraid you might think | wasbeing awfully
cowardly, likeayoungling afraid of the dark."

"If stuff like that isout in the dark, 1'd be afraid of it too!" She relaxed alittle. Heisn't going to be
difficult.

Thank the gods.

"I don't know if being awake is going to make any differenceto that, but I'd rather meet it awake
than adeep. So let'stalk. Y ou know everything that's important about me-" He started to protest, then
saw the little grin on her face, grinned back and shrugged.

"All I know about you isthat at some point in your life you decided to make abig fat target out of
yoursdlf." Shefixed him with amock-stern glare. "So talk.”

Eldan put down his sewing, and moved over to her Sde of thefire, Sretching himsdf out on their
combined bedroll.

Alsoagood sgn.
"To start with, | didn't 'decide’ to become aHerad; no one does. | was Chosen.”

The way he said the word made it pretty clear that he was talking about something other than
having some senior Herald come up and pick him out as an apprentice.

To Keroit had the sound of a priestly V ocation.

"Beforethat, | wasjust an ordinary enough youngling, one of the middle lot of about a dozen
children. We had a holding, big enough that my father could cal himsdf 'lord,’ if he chose, but he made dl
of uslearn what hard work was like. When we were under twelve, we dl had chores, and over twelve
we al took our turn in the fields with our tenants. One day | was out weeding the white root patch, when
| heard an anima behind me. | figured one of our colts or calves had gotten out-again-and | turned
around to shoo him back to the pasture. Only it wasn't acalf, it was Ratha." Eldan sighed, and closed his
eyes. Asthefirdight flickered over his peaceful expression, Kero guessed that memory must be one of
the best of hislife.

Slencefor amoment.



"So what's Ratha got to do with it?" she asked, when he didn't say anything more.

"Y ou can't just march up to Haven and announce you want to become aHerad. Only the
Companions make the decision on who will or will not beaHerdd." Ratha whickered agreement, and
Kero glanced over to see him nodding his head.

Wédll, if they're like the leshyade Kad'enedrad, that makes sense. A spirit would be ableto seeinto
someone's heart, to know if he'sthe kind of person likely to forget how to balance morality and
expediency. Rathalooked straight at her for afoment and his blue eyes picked up thefireight in amost
uncanny manner. And he nodded again. She blinked, more than alittle taken aback.

"When they're ready to go out after their Chosen, Companions will show up at the stable and
basicdly demand to be saddled up. It'skind of funny, especidly to see the reaction of new stable hands.”
He chuckled.

"| wasthere one day when six of them descended on the stable, each one making it very clear he
wanted to be taken care of right now thank you. | had someone call in some of the trainees before the
poor stable boy lost hismind. Anyway, | knew what Ratha's standing in the middle of the vegetable patch
meant, though to tell you the truth, I'd always fancied mysdlf in a Guard uniform, not Herad's Whites. |
think my parents were rather relieved, dl things considered; one less youngling to have to providefor.
And we weren't that far from Haven, they knew 1'd be back for vigts, probably even severd timesa
week. Mamamade afuss about 'her baby' growing up, of course, but it's aways seemed to be more as if
shedid it because she thought she should. "

Both of them grinned at that.

"Couple of my mates have had send-offslike that,” Kero offered. "And no doubt in anybody's
mind that they weren't just as cared-for as anyone elsein the family, just when the tribeés that big,
somebody hasto go eventudly.”

"Andit'sardief whenit'son their own. Aye. " Eldan nodded vigoroudy. "Other than that, things
were no different for me than for any other youngling at Collegium. Averagein my classes, only thing out
of the ordinary was the anima Mindspeech. Had aturn for disguise . Got to know thislittle bit named
Sdenay pretty well, gave me abit of ashock when | found out she wasthe Heir, though!™

Knows the Queen by given name, hmm? The thought was alittle chilling; it pointed up the
differences between them. To cover it, sheteased, "If I'd known that, your price would have been
higher."

He opened hiseyesto seeif she wasjoking, and smiled when he saw that she was.

"That'sit," he concluded. "That's adl thereisto know about me. No famous Rides, no bad
scrapes until this one. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

Kero snorted. "Asif Herdds could ever be ordinary. Right. Tell me another one.”
"I collect rocks," he offered.
"Great pastime for someone who spends hislife on horseback.

"l didn't say it was easy, " he protested, laughingly.



Kero laughed with him.

"| should confess, then. | make jewelry. Actudly, | carve gemstones. Now that isa portable

"| used to write bad poetry.”

Sheglared a him.

| stopped.”

She made agreat show of cleaning her knife and examining the blade.

"Wise man. if you'd told me you till did, I'd have been forced to kill and eat you. And theworld
would have been safer. There's nothing more dangerous than abad poet, unlessit'sabad minstrel.”

She sad that with such asolemn face that he began laughing.

"I think | can seeyour point,” he chortled, "1 think inyour position I'd start using my extra pay to
put bounties on Bards!"

"I'vethought about it," she said wryly. "And not entirely in jest. Traditiona Bardic immunity can
lead to some misusing their power, and Bards have no one making sure they behave themsdves the way
the Heders and you Heralds do.”

"Only the Guild," he acknowledged, soberly. "They're pretty careful in Vademar, but outside? |
don't know. I'll bet Karseisusing theirs."

"They're using their Hedlers," Kero pointed out. "No Healing done outside atemple of the
Sunlord. When they're in the mood, they even go hunt down their poor little herb men and wise women
The only reason they don't go after midwivesis because the priests can't be bothered with something that
isonly important to femaes™

Eldan's expression sobered considerably. "1 didn't know that. There wasn't anyone like that in the
villages I'd been watching. Makes you wonder. About what else they're using, | mean.”

"That it does," said Kero, who had a shrewd notion of what they were using. Dark magics? It
was likely. And no oneto stop them. Y ou might as easily stand in the path of awhirlwind.

And dl that was pitted against the two of them.

The night seemed darker, outside their cave, after that, and when they made love, it was as much
to cling to each other for comfort as anything else.

The hunt stayed in their areafor longer than Kero had expected.
During that time, she got to know Eldan very well; possibly better than he knew. A mercenary

learns quickly how to anayze those he will befighting againgt or beside and everything Kero learned led
her to trust Eldan more.



Despite having used his powersto spy on the Karsites, he wastruly sincerein hisrefusal to abuse
them. He hadn't been so much prying into peoples minds as smply catching stray thoughts, usudly when
people were spesking among themsalves. AsKero had hersdlf learned, there was a " pre-echo™ of what
they were about to say, amoment before the words emerged, and to someone with her Gift, those
thoughts could be as loud as a shout.

To Kero'smind, that was no moreimmoral than setting spiesin taverns, and establishing listening
holeswherever possible.

Asher concussion heded, they split the chores between them-the only exceptions being hunting.
Eldan would happily est what shekilled, but he couldn't bear to kill it himsdlf. That wasfine with Kero;
he knew what Plants and other growing things were edible, and she didn't. So she hunted and he
gathered, in the intervas between Kargite patrols, aSituation she found rather amusing.

Two days after the hunt moved on, they |eft their hiding place. The hunters had made no effort at
concealing their tracks, which pleased Kero no end. That meant that the Karsites were convinced their
quarry was somewhere ahead of them, and they wouldn't be looking for themin therear.

They traveled by night, despite the demons, or whatever they were. Kero had the fedling that
Need was both attracting the things and hiding hersdf and the Herald from them. Kero did her best to
recd| every little tidbit sheld ever read or heard about such things.

Some information didn't seem to apply, like Tarma's story about Thalkarsh. Whatever was being
used to find them didn't seem terribly bright, which argued for it being something less than atrue demon.

Maybe amagica construct, but morelikely an Abyssadl Plane Elementd. Just about any
Master-level mage could command one of those, and they weren't too bright. They were attracted by
places where the magica energy in something or someone made a disturbance in the normal flows of
such energy-but once they werein the area, they would not be able to find the source of the disturbance
if it was strong enough to hide itsalf well. Just asit was easy to see aparticularly tal tree from adistance,
but next to impossibleto find it once you were in the forest.

That was how she explained it to Eldan, anyway, but something forced her to couch it in vague
termsthat could apply to the mentd Giftsaswell asthe magicd. Although she couldn't explain away the
part about it being magic-madeitsdf, she found hersdf telling him glibly that the thing might be a cresture
out of the Pelagirs, invisble and intangible, but neverthel essthere. Where that explanation came from, she
had no idea, but she sensed that he accepted it alittle better than he would have taken anything that
smacked of "true" magic.

They found ahiding place by the light of dawn-an overgrown hollow, covered completely with
leafy vines s0 that she wouldn't have guessed it wasthere if she hadn't been paying close attention to the
topography of the land. The vines themselves were supported by bushes on either sde of the hollow, but
nothing actualy grew down in the hollow itsdlf. It wasn't as secure asacave, and it certainly wouldn't
form much of ashdter if it rained, but it was big enough for al four of them, and offered excellent
concea ment.

It was then, asthey made love in sun-dappled shade, that Kero redized there was something out
of theordinary in her relationship with this man. She felt much closer to him than she had ever felt to
anyone, except perhagps Tarmaand Warrl, and found hersdlf thinking in terms of things he might want as
much asthings she wanted.



It was such adifferent feding that finaly she was forced to admit shewasfaling in love with the
man. Not just lugt (though there was certainly enough of that in the relationship), but love.

Shalan would have laughed her head off. She dways claimed that one day the"lce Maiden”
would thaw-and when shefell, shed go hard.

Looks like she wasright, Kero thought with afeding very like pain, curling up againgt his back,
with her head cradled just behind the nape of his neck and one hand resting on hiship. Damn her eyes,
anyway. | wonder how much money she had riding on it?

It certainly hadn't been hard to fall for him. He waskind, personable, clean, very easy onthe
gyes, a"gentleman” in every sense of theword. He treated her like a competent human being, neither
deferring to her in away that made it seem asif he was patronizing her, nor failing to say something when
he disagreed with her. He did not treat her like afresk for being afighting woman the way most civilians
did.

Infact, he treated her like one of the Skyboltswould have, if sheld taken one asalover. He
treated her like apartner, an equd. In al things.

She moved alittle bit closer; it was cold down in the hollow, but she wanted spirituad comfort as
wdl asphysicd.

Right now shewasfeding very lost. He knows my best-kept secret. He's shared his thoughts
withme.

Wasthat enough to make up for the differences between them? Was anything?

Eldan crouched in the shelter of the branches of atree beside Kerowyn, and fretted. | haveto get
back. Selenay needsto know al this, and she needed to know it amonth ago. Every moment wasted
here could cost us.

But the Kargte patrols on the road below didn't seem in any mood to indulge his needs. Even
though the sun was setting, painting the western sky in pink and gold, the riders on the blue-shadowed
road running between the hills below them showed no signs of heading back to their barracks. Kerowyn
glanced over a him, and her lipsthinned alittle.

"Y ou're not making them get out of the way any faster by fuming,” she whispered. "And you're
tying your ssomach up in knots. Relax. They'll leave when they leave.”

She just doesn't understand, he thought, unhappily, as the riders disappeared around a bend,
heading north. How am | ever going to get it through to her? She doesn't care when she gets home-hell
fires she hasn't even got ahome.

"Look, | need to get back to the Bolts just as badly as you need to get home,”" she continued,
interrupting histrain of thought. "We could il try cutting back toward Menmdllith-"

If we go to Menmdllith, it'll take three times as long to get back. Dammit, why can't she
understand? He knew if he said anything, hed sound angry, so he just shook his head vehemently, and
tried to put on at least the outward appearance of calm. She looked away, her expression brooding, the



last rays of the sun streaking through the boughs of the tree, and striping her hair with gold.

He wondered what she was thinking. She wantsto avoid Vademar. | want to bring her in
Vademar with me. If she can just seewhat it'slike, shell understand, | know shewill.

Somewhere north above the road, Rathawas scouting, uncannily invisible among the trees. He
settled hismind, closed his eyes, and reached out for the dear, familiar presence.

"Hola, hay burner.”

"Yes, oh, hairless gpe?' Rathahad seen an animal trainer with an ape at one of thefairs, and the
beast had sported a pair of twin streaksin its hair that were nearly identical to Eldan's. The Companion
hadn't et him forget it Snce.

"Never let up, do you?'

"I'm trying to lighten your mood, Chosen,” the Companion replied.

"Y ou are going to fret yoursdf right off that branch if you don't cam yoursdlf.”

"|sthat second patrol showing any sign of moving?' he asked anxioudly, ignoring the advice.

Hefdt Rathasigh.

"Relax, will you? They've settled in, but they haven't set up a permanent camp. | think they plan
on moving before nightfal. In any case we can get by them above theroad,. | found agoat track.”

Eldan gtifled agroan. Thelast time Ratha had found an dternative route, they'd been al night
covering ascant league of ground.

"How-ah- 'chdlenging' agoat track?"

Therewas ahint of amusement in Ratha's mind-voice. "Challenging enough. Itl be good for
you."

Eldan sent an image of histill-livid bruises. "That'swhat you said about the last one you found.”
"I have four legsinstead of two, no hands, and | weigh agreat deal more than you do. If | can
makeit over, you can." Ratha sounded alittle condescending, and more than alittle impatient. "All the

fuming in theworld isn't going to get usto Vademar any faster. Well get there when we get there.”

"Y ou sound like Kero," Eldan replied, opening his eyesalittle and taking asdelong glance a the
mercenary.

She had been watching him, and he saw her swallow and look away. She knew he was
Mindspesking Ratha, and as always, it bothered her. | wish sheld get over that, too.

"She's had many lessonsin patience. Y ou could profit by her example." Ratha hesitated for a
moment, and Eldan had the fedling the Companion would have said more, but was uncertain if he should.

On the road below them, the Karsites finally resppeared, going back the way they had come.



That just |eft the patrol Rathawas watching. Asthe last of the sun dropped bel ow the horizon, thewind
picked up, and gusted a chill down Eldan's neck. Hefdt alittle more of achill a Rathas next words.

"Y ou are very-fond of thiswoman," Rathasaid, findly.

"I think I'minlovewith her," Eldan told his Companion, cautioudy, relieved to haveit out in the
open between them at last, but not certain he liked the phrasing or the tone of Ratha's statement.

"I-think you are, too," Rathareplied, obvioudy troubled. "1 am glad for you, and yet | wish you
weren't."

Eldan had never hidden anything from his Companion, and he didn't intend to start now.
"Why?" he asked, bluntly, determined not to let things rest with that.

"What's wrong with her? | know you like her."

"The patrol ismoving off now," Rathareplied brightly.

"Thank you. And you're changing the subject.” Eldan wasn't about to let Ratha get off that eadly.
"I won't be ableto move out of thistreefor at least haf acandlemark. I'm not going anywhere. Just what,
exactly, iswrong with Kero?

Ratha sounded reluctant to answer.

"She doesn't understand you-us. She can't understand how we can be loyd to people we've
never seen, be willing to stand between them and harm, and for no gain. She does not understand loyalty
to acause. And yet-"

"But, yet?"

"Thereis something about her that is very noble. She abides by her own code. And she has been
very good for you. Y ou are more-aive, Snce being with her."

"| fedd moredive." Eldan pondered Rathas statements;

caught Kero watching him with an odd little smile on her face, and felt hisheart clench. This
strange, frighteningly competent woman was not like anyone else hed ever encountered. Shewas-likea
perfect masterwork sword; she could have given any of the famous beauties at court tough competition,
with her long, blonde hair, her finely chiseled features, her pae aguamarine eyes- competition?

No. She'd never take second place to anyone. She's not only beautiful, she's polished. There's
nothing about her that hasn't been honed and perfected until it's the best it can be. Beside her, any other
woman looks like a pretty doll; no fire, no spirit. Except maybe the Hera ds-but his relationships with
other Herdds had never gone beyond friendship and alittle intimate company. And he dmost dways had
to initiate the latter.

Kero initiated lovemaking as often as he did; pouncing on him, giving him soft little love-bitesand
growling likealarge playful cat-languidly rubbing his shoulders or scratching his back, then turning the
exerciseinto moreintimate caresses. He shivered alittle, asmile playing around the corners of his mouith.
Shewasatruly remarkable, exciting, bedmate But she was more than that. She treated him outside of



bed like an absolutely equa partner, taking on her share of the chores without a quibble, subgtituting
things he couldn't do-like hunting-without an argument.

And she had entered his thoughts the way no one else, man or woman, ever had. He wanted to
show her hishome, to see her excitement, her reactions. He wanted to share everything with her.

He wanted, most of dl, to make her understand. Because he wanted to hear her say she was
willing to be his partner from now on "l want to get her into Vademar. | know once | get her there, shelll
understand, shell seewhat it'slike for us, and shelll understand everything.”

"If she ever could, she-" The Companion cut the thought off, and Eldan wondered what it was he
amog sad.

"Shewha?'

"It doesn't matter. Not now. Just an idle speculation. | agree, we should get her into Valdemar if
we can. | think it would make dl the difference.” He felt Ratha's reticence, and didn't press. Whatever it
was, if it wasimportant enough, Rathawould tdl himin hisown time.

"You are clear, now," the Companion concluded. "I will check ahead.”

Eldan double-checked the road through the eyes of every bird and beast he could touch, and
confirmed Rathas statement. He opened his eyes again, and touched Kero on the elbow, carefully.

"We can go," he said quietly. "Weve both checked.”

"Good," shereplied, ahint of relief in her voice. "l was beginning to wonder if | wasgoing to
gpend the night in thistree.”

She caught the branch she was sitting on and swung down to the one below. Eldan followed her,
marveling at her agility, and her ability to move so well in the twilight gloom.

"Oh, I can think of worse placesto spend the night than in atree,” hereplied lightly, ashe
lowered himsdlf down onto the ground beside her.

"So can |, and I've probably been in most of them. Can we take to the road?' She dusted her
hands off on her breeches, and unwound Hellshane's reins from the snag she'd tethered the mare to.

"So far. Rathas going on ahead. He says he's found a goat-track we can use if more of those
patrols show up.”

Sheturned a sober face toward him.

"I hope he'sfinding cover for usin case more of those-things-show up. | don't want to meet one
of them out in the open with nowhereto hide."

"Nomoredo |. " He shuddered at the thought of it, and marveled at her courage, who'd
encountered the crestures-whatever they were-alone, without panicking.

Shelsincredible, he thought for the hundredth time, as he followed directly in Hellsbane's tracks. |
have to get her back to Vademar. | have to. Shelll never want to leave....



Fourteen

They're thinking at each other again, Kero observed, trying not to cringe. With Eldan sitting and
the Companion lying beneath aroof of living pine boughs, the Herald gazed deeply into Rathas eyes,
both of them obliviousto everything around them. The ground wasinvisible under alitter of pine needles
that must date back ten or twenty years. They'd left Kero on guard while the two of them conferred. If
Kero hadn't known the sky was clear, she'd have sworn there was a storm coming; it was that dark
under thistree.

She looked away after afew moments, and decided that halfway up this same pine tree would be
just about the best lookout point. She should be able to see quite a distance up the main valley from
there. And she wouldn't have to watch Eldan and his Companion.

Asusud, they'd traveled by night, stopping just before dawn to find a place to hole up in during
the day. For the past night they'd been paralding the main road down the center of aseriesof linked
valeys. The closer they got to the Vademar border, the less populated the countryside became-but the
terrain was alot rougher, and the dternatives to the main roads fewer. Their hiding place thistime had
been alittle pocket-valey off themainvae.

And it wasn't aplace where Kero would have stopped if she'd had any choice. Therewasa
shepherd'stown-not avillage, but atown, rating a main square, amarketplace, and the largest temple of
the Sunlord Kero had seen yet-at the head of the valley. This had been the best they could do, and it
hadn't been aterribly secure place to stay. A good-sized stand of tall pines with branches that drooped
down to the ground ensured that there was no grass here; there was no water either, no one would
stumble across them bringing his sheep to pasture The pines themselves provided cover; one sheltered
Hellsbane, one protected Ratha, and one kept the two of them hidden benegth the tentlike boughs.

But it was still open, and too close to that town to make any of them fedl comfortable. Kero
knew she dept lightly, and she wasfairly certain the same could be said of Eldan and Ratha. After they
woke, Eldan seemed preoccupied, and finally asked Kero to stand watch while he and his Companion
talked.

Kero had a shrewd notion that strategy was not going to be the
subject-that she was. She had gotten the impression more than once
that Rathaliked her, but didn't entirely approve of her. Certainly

the Companion wasn' likely to approve of her asalong-term liaison
for hisHerdd.

Hethinksalot like hisHerald, she reflected, climbing through the scratchy pine boughs carefully,
to avoid making the tree shake. They couldn't afford any carel essness; there had been too many
near-escapes in the past few days. The hunters were getting thicker, and more, not less, persistent.

Somehow, in the next couple of days, they had to make atry at the Border. Which meant that
parting from him was only days avay. She settled herself on asturdy limb, and blinked her burning,
blurring eyes back into focus.

Blessed Agnira, what am | going to do? Standing watch didn't occupy agreat dedl of her
attention, which meant she had more than enough left over to worry. I'min love with thisman. He'sin
love with me. Should be ahappy ending in there somewhere, if thiswasonly abalad.. ..



She bit her lip to keep from crying. Thewhole relationship isimpossible, that'sdl thereistoit.
It'sall the same problemsthat | had with Daren, only worse, because | do love him. | want to be with
him more than I've ever wanted any other personin my life.

But that was the key: any other person. Her independence had been dearly bought, and she
wasn't about to give it up now.

If shewent with him, giving up her position in the Skybolts, what would she do in Vademar? The
regular army might not take her, and if they did, she would undoubtedly find herself on the wrong end of
rules and regulations every time she turned around. With her record, she could ask for concessonsfrom
aCompany that she could never get from aregular army force. Her peculiar talents did not fit into the
parameters of aregular army. She wasn't afoot or line soldier, she wasn't heavy or even light infantry,
and she wasin no way going to fit into heavy or light cavary. She was a scout-well, that wasajob for
the foot soldier. She was a skirmisher-that was under the aegis of either light infantry (bow) or light
cavary (sword). She knew more about tactics than most of the regulation officers sheld met, and that
would certainly earn her no points. Lerryn encouraged the input of hisjunior officers, but that Smply
wasn't S0, outside of mercenary Companies.

That assumed they'd even take her in thefirst place; many regular armed forces wouldn't accept
former mercs because they tended to have an adverse effect on discipline.

Which would leave meliving on his charity. Not achance. | won't ever put myself in that position
agan.

Despite the lump in her throat and the ache in her chest at the thought of parting from Eldan, the
resolution remained.

Never. | have my own life, and I'm going to lead it.

Hejust didn't understand what could lead someoneto fight for aliving, and it didn't look as
though he ever would Sheld tried to point out that if ardatively ethica person didn't do the fighting, that
would leaveit to unethica people-he'd stared at her asif she was speaking Shin'ain. For her part, she
could not understand hisfanatica devotion to an abstract: acountry. What on earth was there about a
piece of property that made it worth dying for? Never mind that territorial disputeswere what paid for a
mere's talents, more often than not-she till didn't understand it. In away, shewasasdiento him asone
of those Karsite priestesses. She disturbed him more than they did, because he knew they were alien-she
was the woman he loved and seemed completely rationd to him-until she would say something that
completely euded him, or he would say something that made no senseto her.

There were other differences, too; serious ones. Like his attitude toward Mindspeech. The way
he shared his thoughts so freely with Rathamade her skin crawl and her shoulderstighten defensively. No
one should be able to get indde your mind that closely.

It makes you vulnerable, she thought, with ashiver of rea fear. What happens when you open
yoursdlf that much to anyone? Gods and demons, the power that gives them over you, even if they never
use that power, it'sapoint of weakness that someone else can exploit. And will. Ther€'s never yet been a
breached wall that someone doesn't useto invade.

Then there was that fanatica devotion to duty of his.

He'd makeit back to Vademar if it killed him, just to get information back there personaly. It



isn't sane, shethought grimly. It just is not sane. There are adozen ways he could get that news back,
and if hetook al of them, that would virtualy guaranteeit would get there.

Maybe not as quickly, but it would get there. But it hasto be by his own persona hands.... He
frightened her; as much as sheloved him, shefeared him, and feared for him. She wastorn between that
love and that fear, and when you added in her reluctance to place hersdlf in a position where she would
be dependent on him, there was only one conclusion she could cometo.

It'simpossible. Oh, gods, it'simpossible. And | ill love him. She clutched the trunk of thetreein
anguish, bark digging into her pam, the pain keeping tears out of her eyes. She fought to keep contral,
finaly attaining it just as Eldan himself appeared under the tree, waving at her to come down.

She took acouple of deep breaths to make sure the lump wasn't going to return, and to steady
her nerves. Then she waved back, grinning down at him, asif nothing waswrong. The faint frown |eft his
brow and he grinned in return.

Weve more important things to worry about, she told herself as she dipped down thetree as
carefully as she had climbed it. Right up at thetop is staying dive to reach the border in thefirst place.

A rock was digging ahole in Kero's ssomach, but now she didn't want to move to didodgeiit.

"Where arethey al coming from?" Eldan whispered, asthey watched yet another of the
Sun-lord's priestesses pause just below the entrance to their current hiding place. She pulled back the
cowl of her robe, and stared up at the face of the cliff above her. It looked blank from that angle; the
ledge they were lying on obscured the entrance. And Kero had seen it only because shehad beenupina
sturdy oak spying out the land when sheld spotted it. And it couldn't be reached from the floor of the
valey; they'd had to backtrack and come up over theridge to get down toiit.

Hopefully that meant no one would look for it. Except the priestess, like al the others, seemed to
have sensed something.

From up here, they couldn't make out her features, they could just barely distinguish her face
from her blonde hair. The scarlet robe she wore was a sure sign of high rank, though-the only rank above
scarlet wore gold, and there were never women in gold robes. Againgt the green meadow below them,
shelooked like some kind of exotic flower.

"I have no ideawhere they'real coming from," Kero whispered back. That was at least hdf alig;
at thispoint shewasfairly sure they were tracking Need somehow. It would make sense, since neither
she nor Eldan ever used unshielded Mindspeech. Since magic was forbidden, it followed that the
priesthood had some way of detecting its use. And Need was created with magic; even when she wasn't
actualy doing something, she must be"visible' to someone capable of detecting magic. And no doubt she
could hide herself, but she had to know she was endangering her bearer, and her bearer wouldn't know
that until apriestess actualy wasin sght.

Kero held her breath, waiting. Surely thistime the camouflage would break; they'd be spotted.
This red-robe was the highest ranking priestess they'd seen yet; all the rest had been white-, blue-, or
black-rank. Surely thistime would mark the end.

The woman pulled her hood back up over her head, and rode off across the meadow.



Kero let out the breath she/d been holding. Eldan put his arm across her shoulders and hugged
her wordlesdy. She snuggled into his shoulder for amoment, content just to enjoy it, and hiswarm
presence.

But her mind wouldn't stop operating. That'sthe third priestess today. We see two and three
search parties every day. It's getting harder and harder to find a place to hide by dawn.

Some of that was to be expected; they were right on the border now, and there were regular
border patrolsdl the time. Eldan had mentioned that, and mentioned, too, how he'd avoided them in the
past. But he had not mentioned ever seeing the clergy out on these hunts before, an omission Kero found
interesting.

But dthough he wastrying to pretend that thiskind of activity was entirdly normd, it wasfairly
obvious that he wasworried. Quite worried.

Which meant that agood number of these patrols were new, and probably called out to find
them.

He knew the priestesses were able to pick up something about them, but he didn't know what,
and so far Kero had been able to keep Need's abilities from him.

So far he hadn't asked any awkward questions, and so far he didn't seem to have made the
connection that only the female clergy were detecting whatever it was. It helped that he seemed utterly
incurious a moments when she'd have expected a barrage of questions. That was odd, but no odder than
thefact that she wasliterdly unableto talk about anything involving rea magic to him. Absolutely,
physically, unable. Sheld tried, and in the end, couldn't get the words out of her mouth.

She suspected Need had a hand in both those conditions, though she had no ideawhat it was
doing, or why.

But she was getting used to that. Shedidn't likeit, but she was getting used to it.

And it was doubtless the fact that Need was attuned to women's problems that was the reason
for the priestesses detecting her, and not the priests.

That maddeningly logical part of her kept right on reasoning as she tried to enjoy the moment
with hisarm around her. We've had three narrow escapes. Each one got narrower than the one beforeit.
There'sno doubt about it: Need is bringing in the priestesses. We're never going to make it acrossthe
Border together.

Hed given hisword to send her hisransom, and she had every reason to believe hisword was
good. She had no logica reason why she should stay with him. In fact, if she wanted to ensure his
aurviva, she should leave him. With the target traveling westward, this little section of the Border should
be empty long enough for him to get across.

Sheinched back into the cave, grating along the sandstone, with a hollow feding in the bottom of
her ssomach.

Sheld known all dong she was going to have to face this moment, but that didn't make it any
easer now that it was here.



She stood up and dusted hersdlf off onceinside. It would be stolen rationstonight, Karsite
rations. One of those narrow escapes had been just this morning, and had ended in the death of the scout
who'd discovered them making their way across the ridge. His body wasin atiny hollow just below the
trail, stuffed into acavelet barely big enough to concea him. His horse had been run off in astate of sheer
animal panic, thanksto Eldan.

Hisrations now resided in their saddlebags. Eldan had been alittle squeamish about robbing the
dead, but she'd just taken everything useful without acomment, and after amoment, he/d done the same.

Eldan joined her back in thetiny cave. There was just barely enough room for them and the
horses, though she could never bring hersdf to think of Rathaasa"horse." She never looked a him
without afeding of surprisethat therewasa"horse" standing there, and not another human.

Eldan handed her a strip of dried mesat. She accepted it, and pulled her water skin out of the pile
of her belongings.

"S0," he said, around amouthful of the tough, tasteless stuff, "It looks like tomorrow isn't going to
be agood day to try acrossing.”

She swallowed her own mouthful. It had the consistency of old shoes, and was about as
appetizing. Shefound hersdlf longing for the Skybolts trail-rations, something shed never have
anticipated doing. At least those had been edible.

"We probably ought to hole up here for awhile," she offered, feding her heart sink and tears
threaten a thelie. "Probably they'll give up when they don't find anything, and leave thisarea clear for us
to makeatry."

Eldan nodded. "That sounds right. And welve got supplies enough. All we need iswater, and one
of us can go down after it about midnight.”

"I'll do that tonight,” she replied. "1'm better at night-moves than you are.”

He amiled in the way that made her blood heet. "I'll agreeto that," he said huskily. "And welve
got dl day to wait. What do you say to doing something to make the time pass alittle faster?*

"Yes" shesad smply, and reached for him even as he reached for her, desperation making her
want him al the more. For thiswould be the last time, the very last time. She shielded her thoughts and
exercised every wile she had to exhaust him, both out of adesire for him that made her ache dl over, and
out of the need to make him deep so deeply that little would wake him-and certainly not her departure.
Then she dozed in hisarms, wanting to weep, and far too tired to do so.

Findly the sun set, and she woke out of arestless half deep full of uneasy dreams, fragments of
things that made no sense.

She extracted hersdlf from his embrace without making him stir, packed up her things, and waited
while the sky darkened and the rising moon illuminated the meadow below. Tears kept blurring her vision
asthey trickled unheeded down her cheeks. She wasn't even going to get to say "good-bye."

Sheld Ieft anote for him, on top of the remaining rations, advising him to stay where hewasfor as
long asthey held out, then make his crossing attempt. Shetold him that sheloved him more than she



could ever tell him-and dearest gods, those words had been hard to write-and she told him that she could
not gowith him.,

"We'retoo different,” shed said. "And we're too smart not to know that. So-1 took the coward's
way out of this. | admit it; I'm running away. Besides, | hate saying good-bye. And don't you forget you
owe me; | have to replace my gear somehow!"

Shedidn't look back at him, where he was curled up against the back wall of the cave; that
would only make it harder to leave. Instead, she saddled Hellsbane and strapped on the packs, then led
her toward the mouth of the cave, knowing that the familiar sound of hooves on rock would never wake
him.

But Rathawas suddenly there, between her and the entrance, blocking her way.
Before she could react to that, a strange voice echoed in the back of her mind.
"Where areyou going?' it said sernly. "And why are you leaving in stedth?’

She gulped, too startled by this sudden manifestation of Ratha's powersto do anything more than
gare. But the Companion did not move, and finaly she was forced to answer him.

Mindspeech was not what she would have chosen if sheld been offered achoice, but if she
spoke aoud, she might wake Eldan, and then sheld never be able to leave him.... So dthough it made her
stomach rail to answer the Companion that way, she ordered her thoughts and spoke as clearly aswarrl
had taught her.

"l haveto go," shetold Ratha "'I'm putting Eldan in danger while I'm with him."

"He was in danger when you found him," the Companion pointed out with remorsaesslogic.
"Wheat difference does your leaving make?"

Shetook adeep breath, and rubbed her armsto get rid of the chill this conversation was giving
her.

"It'sthesword,” shesaid findly. "It'smagic, and I'm fairly sure that's what has brought the hunt
down on us. Morethan that, it is magic that only works for awoman, which may be why the priestesses
areinvolved. Andit's very powerful, | redly don't know how powerful "

The Companion's blue eyes held her without astruggle.

"S0," Rathasaid finally. "Y our sword must be attracting these women. | agree that may be why
no priests have hit on thetrail. Why not abandon it?"

"And leaveit for them to find?" sheflared. "Do you want something like that in the hands of your
enemies? It may not let me go, but if it does, be sureit will have anew bearer before the sun dawns. My
bet would be on a Priestess finding it, which might be good for your land or bad. | don't think any of us
dare take a chance on which it would be."

"True." Ratha seemed to look on her with alittle more favor. "And by taking this sword of yours
away, the huntersdl follow you, and you |eave the border here open to our crossing. Y ou sacrifice your
safety for ours, becoming atarget leading away from us."



"I think s0," shesaidwithasdigh. "I hope so. I'm going to double back to Menmdlith, which
would have been our logical move if we'd been blocked here. That should make sense to them, and since
they've been following the sword and not an actud trail, they'll follow me and ignore you."

The Companion nodded. "Y ou are very wise-and braver than | thought. Thank you."

He moved out of the way, and she led Hellsbane past him, onto the narrow ledge and the path
that led up toiit, till refusing to look back.

"Good luck," she heard behind her as she emerged into the moon-flooded night. "May the gods
of your choice work on your behalf, Kerowyn. Y ou are deserving of such favor. And may we al one day
meet again.”

That sarted the tears going again; she blinked her eyes clear enough to see the path, but no
more. She had to move dowly, because she was fedling her way, and she was profoundly grateful that
Héellshane was surefooted and could see the path. She couldn't stop crying until she'd reached theridge
above the cave. There, shetook severd deep breaths, and forced hersdlf to stare up at the stars until she
got hersalf under control.

It'sover, and I've-finished it myself. Rathaand his own sense of duty will kegp him from
following. It never had a chance of working between us anyway, and at least I've ended it while we were
dillinlove

She closed her eyes, and rubbed them with the back of her hand, until the last trace of tears and
grit was gone. Then she set Hellsbane's nose westward, and descended the ridge, heading for
Menmellith. Soon the hunters would be following, and she needed a head dart.

I've done brighter thingsin my life than this, she thought, cowering in the shadow of ahuge
boulder and wishing that she wasn't quite so exposed on the top of thisridge. But thiswas the only place
she had been able to find that had any cover at all, and she had to see down her back trail. Without
Eldan, and his ability to ook through the eyes of the animals about him, she was finding herself more than

abit handicapped.

The hunters had found her in the middle of the night, as she crossed from the heavy oak-and-pine
forestsinto pine-and-scrub. Sheld felt those unseen "eyes’ on her just about at midnight, and thistime
they hadn't gone away until she had crossed and recrossed a stream, hoping the old saw about "magic
can't crossrunning water" wastrue. By the time dawn bloomed behind her, the human hunters were hot
on her trail, and not that far away, either. The best she could figure was that the "whatever-it-was' had
derted itsmasters, and they, in turn, had derted the searchers directly in her path.

Dawn saw her doggedly guiding the mare over low mountains (or very tal hills) that were more
dangerous than the territory she'd left behind, because the shae-like rock they were made of was brittle
and prone to crumbling without warning. She didn't dare stop when she actually saw a search party top a
ridge severa hills behind her, and caught the flash of scarlet that signaled the presence of the red-robe
among them. So therewasto be no rest for her today; instead, she set Hellsbane at agrueling pace
across some of the grimmest country sheld ever seen. This areawas worse than the near-virgin forest,
because she kept coming on evidence that people had lived here a one time. Secondary growth was
aways harder to force a path through than an old forest; tangly things seemed to thrive on areas that had



been cleared for croplands, or where people had lived. This growth was all second- and third-stage; pine
trees and heavy bushes, thorny vines and scrubby grass. All thingsthat seemed to selze Hellsbané's legs
and snag in Kero's clothing.

She had |eft Hellsbane drinking and got up on another ridge to look back about noon, and as she
peered around her boulder, she saw the trackers still behind her, spotting them asthey rode briefly in the
open before taking to cover. Thistime they weren't severd ridges away; they were only one.

She swore pungently, every heartache and regret shed been nursing since leaving Eldan
forgotten. She had something more important to worry about than heartbreak.

Surviva.

Héllfires. They're good. Better than | thought. And they were gaining on her with every moment
shedalied.

She did down the back of the ridge and dung hersalf up on the mare's back, sending her out
under the cover of more pinetrees. And the only thing she could be grateful for wasthat the day was
overcast and Hellshane was spared the hest of the sun.

They're going to catch up, she thought grimly. They know thisarea, and | don't; that's what let
them get so closein thefirst place. I'mintrouble. And | don't know if I'm going to get out of it thistime.

She wanted to "look™ back at her pursuers, tempted to use her Gift for thefirst timein along
time-And stopped hersdf just intime.

That isn't me, sheredlized, urging Hellsbane into greater speed as they scrambled down a
gravel-covered dope. Something out there wants me to use my Gift, probably so they can find me. Or
catch and hold me until they come.

She fought down panic; Hellsbane was agood creature, and bright beyond any ordinary horse,
but if she panicked, so would Hellsbane, and the war steed might bolt. If Hellsbane took it into her head
to flee, Kero wasn't sure sheld be able to stop her until she'd run her panic out. And that could end in her
broken neck, or the mare's, or both.

Kero kept Hellsbane in the cover of the trees, even though this meant more effort thanriding in
the open.

She looked automaticaly behind her asthey topped the next hill, and saw not one, but two
parties of pursuers; both coming down off the dope sheld just left, and both parties so onfident of
catching her now that they weren't even trying to hide. They couldn't see her, but they could see her trail;
shewasn't wasting any timetrying to hide it. They were perhaps a candlemark ride from her, if she
stopped right now. The temptation to leave cover and make arun for it was very grest. If shelet
Hellshane run, she might be able to lose them as darkness fell. Assuming that their horses weren't fresh.

Hellshane had been going since last night, and she couldn't do much of arun at this point.
They could. And would.

Kero sent the mare across a section of open trail when they dropped out of sight, hoping to get
acrossit-before they got back into viewing range. Thiswas one of the worst pieces of trail shed hit yet;



barely wide enough for ahorse, bisecting a steep dope, with a precipitous drop down onto rocks on one
sde and an equally precipitous shde cliff on the other.

No placeto goif you dipped, and nowhereto hideif you were being followed.

She breathed a sigh of relief asthey got into heavier cover before the hunters cameinto view.
She hadn't wanted to rush the mare, but her back had felt awfully naked out there.

Thunder growled overhead; Kero looked up, pulling Hellsbane up for amoment under the cover
of agrove of scrub treesjust tall enough to hide them. She hadn't been paying any attention to the
weether, but obvioudy a storm had been gathering while she fled westward, because the sky was black
inthe west, and the darkness was moving in very fast-How fast, she didn't quite redlize, until lightning hit
the top of apine just ahead of her, startling Hellsbane into shying and bucking, and haf-blinding her rider.
Thethunder that camewith it did deafen her rider.

And the downpour that followed in the next breath damned near drowned her rider.

It was like standing under awaterfal; she couldn't see more than afew feet in front of her. She
dismounted and automatically peered through the curtain of rain back down thetrail behind her-Just in
timeto seeit disgppear, meting beneath the pounding rain. She stared in complete disbelief asthetrail
literaly vanished, leaving her pursuers no clue asto where she had gone, or where she was going.

Infact, the part of thetrail she and the mare were standing on was showing signs of possible
disntegration.... Taking the hint, she took Hellsbane's reinsin hand and began leading her through the
torrent of water. Streams poured down the side of the hill and crossed the trail; the water was
ankle-deep, and carried sizable rocks in its churning currents. She found that out the hard way, as one of
them hit her ankle with a crack that shefdlt, rather than heard.

She went down on one knee, eyesfilling with tears at the pain-but thiswas not the time or the
place to stop, no matter how much it hurt. She forced herself to go on, whileicy water poured from the
sky and she grew so numb and chilled that she couldn't even shiver.

And grateful for the rescue; too grateful even to curse that errant rock. This-thing-came up so
fast-she thought peering at the little she could see of the footing ahead of her, leading Hellsbane step by
painful step. It-could dmost be-supernatural.

In fact, asuspicion lurked in the back of her mind perhaps Need had had something to do withit.
Therewas no way of telling, and it could al bejust sheer coincidence.

Still, there was no doubt that it had saved her. Always provided she could find some shelter
beforeit washed her away.

And wouldn't that beironic, she found hersdf thinking wryly. Saved from the Karsites only to
drown in the orm! Whoever says the gods don't have a sense of humor.

Fifteen

I'm glad Hellsbane can see, because | can't. Kerowyn's eyelids were practically glued shut with
fatigue. She rode into the Skybolts camp in afog of weariness so degp that she could hardly do more
than stick to Hellsbane's saddle. The mare wasn't in much better case; she shambled, rather than walked,
with her head and tail down, and Kero could fed ribs under her kneeinstead of the firm flesh that should



bethere.

Sherodein with therain, rain that had followed her al the way from beyond the Karsite Border.
Or maybe she had been chasing a storm the entire time; she wasn't sure. All she did know wasthat the
rain had saved her, and continued to save her as she traveled-washing out her tracks as soon as she
made them, for one thing. It also seemed asif it was keeping those supernatural spies of the Karsites
from taking to the air, for another; at any rate she hadn't felt those "eyes' on her from the moment therain
started to come down. And last of dl, the mud and rain had completely exhausted her pursuers horses,
who had none of Hellsban€e's stamina.

From the exact instant when the first storm hit, she'd been able to make her soggy way across
Karse virtualy unhindered. She hadn't been comfortable, in fact, she spent most of the time wet to the
skin and numb with cold, but she hadn't had to worry about becoming aguest in aKarsite prison.

Her only red regret: she'dd had to ride Hellshane after the first sorm dackened; that rock hadn't
broken her ankle, but it had done some damage. A bone-bruise, she thought. She wasn't precisely a
Hedler, but that waswhat it fdlt like. Sheld hated putting that much extrastrain on the mare, but there was
no help for it.

Luck or the sword or some benign god let had brought her across the border at one of therare
Menméllith border posts

Sheld introduced hersalf and showed her Mercenary Guild tag, and her Skybolt badge; shed
hoped for awarm meal and adry place to deep, but found cold comfort among the army regulars.

They damn near picked me up and threw me out. Bastards.

They could at least have given me achanceto dry off. At least they'd told her where the Skybolts
had gone to ground; she'd ridden two days through more heavy rainsto get there, so numb that she
wasn't even thinking about what she was likely to find.

The camp didn't seem much smaller; sheld feared the wordt, that haf or three-fourths of the
Skybolts were gone. But it was much shabbier; the tents were make do and secondhand, and the banner
at the sentry post was clumsily sewn with abase of what looked like had once been someoné's cloak.

Therain dacked off asthey reached the perimeter of the camp itself. Hellsbane halted
automatically at the sentry post; the sentry was ayoungster Kero didn't recognize, probably anew
recruit. He seemed very young to Kero.

So new he hasn't got the shiny rubbed off him yet. And he looked eager and alittle apprehensive
as he eyed her. Probably because | look like | just dragged through the ninth hell. She dragged out her
Skybolt badge and waved it a him.

"Scout Kerowyn," she croaked, days and nights of being cold and wet having left her with a
cough and araspy throat. "Reporting back from the Menmélith Border."

Before the boy could answer, there was a screech from beyond the first row of tents, and a
black-clad wraith shot across the camp toward her, vaulting tent ropes and the tarp-covered piles of
wood beside each tent.

"Kero!" Shallan screamed again, and heads popped out of some of the tents nearest the sentry



post. Hellshane was so weary she didn't even shy; she just flicked an ear as Shallan reached them and
grabbed Kero's boot.

"Kero, youredive!"

"Of course I'm dive," Kero coughed, dowly getting herself out of the saddle. "1 fedl too rotten to
be dead.”

By now more than heads were popping out of the tents and she and Shallan had acquired a smdll
mob, al familiar faces Kero hadn't redlized she missed until now.

They crowded around her, shoving the poor young sentry out of their way, dl of them laughing
(somewith tearsin their eyes), shouting, trying to get to Kero to hug her or kiss her-it wasa
homecoming, the kind she'd never had.

Shelooked around in surprise, some of her tiredness fading before their outpouring of welcome.
She hadn't known so many people felt that strongly about her, and to her embarrassment, she found
hersdlf crying, too, as she returned the embraces, the infrequent kisses, the more common
back-poundings and well-meant curses.

They'refamily. They're my family, more than my own blood is. Thisiswha Tarmawastrying to
tell me, theway it isin agood Company; thisiswhat makes Lerryn agood Captain.

"l haveto report!" she shouted over the bedlam. Shallan nodded her blonde head, and seized her
elbow, wriggling with determination through the press of people.

Gies showed up a Hellsbane's bridle and waved to her before leading the mare off to the picket
line

She knows him-yes, she'sgoing. Shell befine.

Word began to pass, and the rest parted for her when they realized what she'd said; amerc unit
didn't stand on much protocol, but what it did, it took serioudy. Somewhere in the confusion someone
got the bright ideathat they should all meet at the mess tent; the entire mob headed in that direction.
While Shallan took Kero off in the direction of the Captain'stent.

"I've got the legendary good news and bad news."

They dogged through mud up to their ankles, and Kero blessed Lerryn'sing stence on camp
hygiene. Inamorasslikethis, fevers and dysentery were deadly serious prospects unless acamp was
kept under grict sanitary conditions.

The blonde looked up asthe gray sky began dripping again, scowling in distaste.

"So what do you want firg?"

"The bad, and make it the casudties." Kero sghed and braced herself to hear how many friends
were dead or hurt beyond mending; thiswas the last thing she wanted to hear, but the very first she
needed to know.

Who am | going to be mourning tonight? she asked hersdlf, the thought weighing down her heart



the way the sticky clay weighed down her steps.
"Right." Shallan grimaced.

"That's the worst of the bad because number one was Lerryn and number two was his second,
Icolan. In fact, most of the officers didn't make it out. Itslike every one of them had agreeat big target
painted on his back; I've never seen anything likeit." She glanced over to see how Kero wastaking the
news-and Kero didn't know quite what to say or do. It was just too much to take al at once.

Shefdt stunned, asif someone had just hit her in the somach and it hadn't begun to hurt quite
yet. Lerryn?

Dear Agnetha it didn't seem possible; Lerryn was everything agood Captain had to be. There
was no way he should be dead. "He? His?' she said sharply, as the sense of what she'd just heard
penetrated. Shallan never worded anything by accident.

"Does that mean-" Shalan's head bobbed, her short hair plastered to her scalp by therain.
"Both the women made it. The only problem isthat the higher-ranked oneis-"

"ArdanaFlinteyes." Kero took in adeep breath and held it. That was bad newsfor the
Company, or so Kero judged, and shewasfairly certain Shallan felt the same way. Ardanashould by
rights never have risen above the rank she'd held before the rout. She's agood fighter, but she's got no
head for strategy, she blows up over the least little thing and stays hot for months, and-1 don't like her
ethics. No, that's not true. | don't like the fact that she doesn't seem to have many.

"So Ardanas atop ranker worse," Shallan said grimly, then looked significantly at the Captain's
tent, with its tattered standard flying overhead. 1t wasn't the crossed swords anymore. It wasflint and
ged sriking and casting alightning bolt.

"She'sthe Captain?' Kero whispered, appalled by the prospect.

Shdllan nodded, once.

Kero took a deep breath. The Company had to go to someone. At least Ardana had experience,
and with this Company. It was better than disbanding. Well, it was better than disbanding. She stopped

where she stared at the new standard, obliviousto the rain pouring down on her. After dl, shewas
already soaked.

"Thegood newsisthat al the scouts madeit," Shalan said hurriedly, asif to get her mind off the
uneasy prospect of Ardana as Captain.

"And I've got atent, awhole one; it fitsfour and therésonly me and Relli. Y ou can comeonin
with us, we don't mind."

Kero sighed; sheld rather not have shared with anyone, but she doubted there was a choice. It
was shdlter, and the company was good. Sheld rather have her own-but maybe she could managethat in
the next couple of days.

Obvioudy the Company had lost dl of the equipment left behind during the rout.



"I'll take you up on that," she said, surprised at the gratitude she heard in her voice benegth the
weariness.

She straightened her back and squared her shoulders.
"Might aswell get thisover withwhilel can ill gand.”

She smoothed back her soaked hair with both hands, and smiled dightly at the younger woman.
Shdlan patted her shoulder encouragingly, and led the way.

Kero stared up at the stained and mildew-spotted canvas overhead. It wasn't her tent, but it was
waterproof, and Shadlan and Relli had gotten the mildew stink out of it somehow. She was happy just to
be lying down, and dry, and warm. Granted that the bedroll was |ooted from who knew where, smelled
of horse, and had seen better days; that didn't matter. Dry and warm counted for alot right now.

Theinterview with Ardanahad not proved the ordeal Kero feared it might be. Except that she
ignored haf of what | said about the Karsites, where Lerryn would have had mein theretill | fell over,
taking notes. That was disturbing; more disturbing was that Ardanaredly didn't seem interested in the
things she had asked about. It was asif she was going through the motions, asif she had some other
opponent in mind than the Karsites.

But just about everyone had deduced from Hellsbane's condition what Kero's must be like; when
Ardanalet her go, they'd sent Shallan over to bring her to the mess tent-but then they sat her down and
got her fed, and didn't ask too many questions. Then someone had brought in a spare shirt, and someone
€l se produced breeches and socks, and athird party a heavy woolen sweater-They'd stripped her to the
skin right there in the mess tent, amid alot of laughter and rude jokes about how it would be morefun to
bed her sword than her, right now.

"So changethat!" sheld retorted.

"You can dl sart buying me stelks" Meanwhile she had been pulling on the first warm, dry
clothing she'd had in aweek.

Then they ran her over to Shalan'stent under a pilfered tarp, so she wouldn't get wet again. It
had al been ademondtration of caring that had |eft her alittle breathless.

Maybe that was why she was having trouble faling adeep.

| wasright, she thought, staring at the mottled celling, listening to therain drum oniit. | wasright
to come back. Thisiswhere| belong. | could never fit in with Eldan, with hisfriends, no morethan |
could have with Daren and the Court. I'd have only made both of us miserable trying.

Her eyes burned; she sniffed, and rubbed them with her deeve, glad that Shdlan and Relli were
off somewhere ese. Probably in the mess tent; they were both passable fletchers, and the Skybolts had
lost alot of arrows.

A lot of other things, too. Kero thankfully shifted her thoughts to the generd troubles. The
Company wasin trouble. Equipment lost, officers decimated, about athird of the roster gone and another
third on the wounded list-and Menmélith had declined to pay them more than haf their fee, on the
grounds that they hadn't stopped the "bandits," and they hadn't come up with redl proof that they were
operating with more than the Karsite's blessing.



The Guild, when gppeded to, had reluctantly ruled in Menmellith'sfavor.

It could aways be worse. The Woalflings are going to have to find another Company to combine
with. Thereishardly enough of them left to fill out one rank.

Dearest goddess, I'm going to missLerryn.
There werealot of people she was going to miss. And right on the top of the list was Eldan.
Her throat closed again, and she choked down a sob.

| love him, and it would never have worked. | love him, and I'm never going to see him again. He
probably thinks | deserted him under fire or something.

Sheld been hoping for some kind of message from him when she reached the camp; he knew
what her Company was, and messages moved swiftly through the aegis of the Guild. But there had been
nathing.

He probably got back to VVademar and cameto his senses. He's probably sitting with friends
now, with pretty little Court ladies dl around him, thinking what alucky escape he had, that he could
have been stuck with this barbarian merc with afigure like a sword and aface like a piece of granite. She
blinked, and a couple of hot tears spilled down her templesinto her hair. He's probably so grateful | left
that he's burning incense to the gods. He's probably even making jokes about me. Like, "how many
mercs does it take to change acandle- " More tears followed the firdt. It doesn't matter. | love him
anyway. I'll dwayslove him.

And I'm better off dlone. We both are.

Sheturned over on her side and faced the canvas wall, with one of the blankets pulled up over
her head so they'd think she was adeep if anyone camein. She muffled her facein her deeve, and cried
as quietly as she could manage, with hardly even aquiver of her shouldersto betray her; only the
occasiona sniff and the steady creeping of tears down into her pillow. And somehow she managed to cry
herself to deep.

When she woke, the tent was dark, and there was breathing on the other side of it. The steady
breathing of deep; somehow Shallan and Relli had come in and settled down without her being aware of
it.

She didn't wake very thoroughly; just enough to register that she wasn't done, and remember
who it was.

I'm not alone. Somehow that was a comforting thought. | have friends. | can live without him.
That was another. Holding those thoughts warmed her; and warmed, she fell back adeep.

It wasraining again. A haf-dozen of them werein the messtent, attaching heads and fegthersto
grooved arrow shafts. Kero reckoned up the weeks in her head, and cameto anasty total.

"Thisisthewinter rains, isn't it?* Kero asked Shallan, asthey reached for feathers at the same
moment. "Weve gone over into winter, haven't we?'



Shdlan's studious ingpection of the arrow fletchings didn't fool Kero a bit.
"Comeon," shesaid warningly. "I'm going to find out sooner or later. Cough it up.”

"Weve hit the winter rainy season, yes," Shallan replied, glancing uneasily over her shoulder at
Kero. "It did come awfully early, but-"

"But nothing. If thisiswinter, why aren't wein winter quarters?' Kero lowered her voice, after a
warning look from Relli. "What are we doing still out in thefied?" she hissed.

"Well," Shdlan said unhappily, taking agreet dedl of time over setting her feether.

"Y ou know we didn't get paid enough. And welost alot of manpower and
meaterid."

"And? S0?' Kero had afeding she knew what was coming up, and she wasn't going to likeit.

"That'swhat the reserves are for, Right?"

"Wél-uh-" Shdlan floundered.

Finaly Relli cameto her partner'srescue.

"We aren't going to use the reserves,” she said tersdly. "Ardanahasaline on ajob.”

That waswhat | was afraid of. "In winter."

Shdlan nodded. "In winter. It's south of here-"

Kero just snorted. "I come from south of here. Were going to befighting in cold rain if we're
lucky. If were not-snow, up to our asses, for the next three months. And ice. | trained in weather like
that, but most of the rest of you didn't. Think what it's going to do to the horses, if you won't think of
yoursdf!”

"It'snot that bad,” Relli said sturdily, though shewouldn't look Kero in the face.

"It'sin Segay. Hat as your hand, and not more than a couple of inches of snow al winter. And
it's not supposed to be ahard job-it's amerchant's guild thing. Economic. One side or the other isgoing
to get tired of paying, and we can go home. Frankly, it's better. to fight there in winter than

summer-summer you're like to cook in your armor. "

So instead we drown-provided we don't die of exhaustion on aforced march down through
Ruvan.

"Soisthisjust arumor, or have you got something more substantia ?* she asked.
"I'm pretty sureit'sgoing down," Relli told her. "I got it from Willi."

Since Willi was the Company accountant, it was a pretty fair bet that the bid wasin. Kero
Sghed.



"l supposeit could always be worse-"

Three months later, she found hersalf wishing for that hip-deep snow.

She cleaned mud off her equipment and Shallan's, scouring savagely & the rust underneath on
Shdlan's scale-mail. Rain dribbled down on the roof of her tent, and down the inside of the shabby walls.
Practically anything would have been better than the bog that was Segjay in winter. A cold bog. One that
froze overnight and thawed by midday, only to freeze again as soon asthe sun set. And they were the
only Company that had been hired.

That should have told us something from the start, shetold hersdlf, for the thousandth time. We
should have walked before we took this one.

Fighting beside them were the cheapest of free-lancers, one step up from prison scum; drunks
and madmen, vicious dley ratswho'd knife an dly quick as an enemy.

No point in depending on them-and no turning your back on them. The sentries caught the
bastards sneaking around camp every night and most days, and everyone had something missing.

Facing them were more prison-scum and a" company™ of non-Guild conscripts; old men too
damned stubborn to quit fighting, and bewildered farmers hauled in after the harvest.

That wasthe reason for holding this"war" in winter in thefirst place: it was after harvest and
trading season.

No money-making opportunities|ost to combat, she thought cynicaly. Aswitnessthelittle
"bazaar" just outside camp. Everything they think amere could want; from-flea-ridden whores to watered
wine

This entire setup had Kero completely disgusted. Ardanas "deal"-such asit was-had been for
half pay and haf resupply. First of dl, she should have known never to trust them on that. Secondly, she
should have gotten the resupply in advance.

Thetota had cometo haf their usud fee, which Ardanacovered, stridently defensive, by
pointing out that they were under manned and she couldn't ask the full fee for what was effectively haf a
Company. Then the resupply train had shown up-late-and there was nothing Ardana could say that
would defend what camein with that.

We got tents, dl right-old enough to have served the Sunhawks in Grandmother's-fighting days,
patched, and rotting.

We got armor-chegp and rusted. We got weapons-and | practiced with better under Tarma; dull
pot-metal that wouldn't hold an edge if you got a gods-blessing on it. And food-sta e journey-rations that
could have given the Karsiteslessonsin tasteless, barrels of mest too salty to eet, flour full of weevils.
And asfor the horses- Kero shuddered. They'd had to shoot half of them, and haf of the onesthey'd
shot had been so disease- and parasite-riddled they couldn't even be eaten.

By then it wastoo late. They'd given their bond. If they defaulted, the Skybolts
reputation-aready suffering from the defeat in Menmélith-would be decimated.



We should have defaulted, Kero thought angrily, cursing under her breath as the metal scaeson
Shdlan'sarmor came off in her hands. We should have defaulted anyway. Anything is better than this.
The Guild would back us, once they heard about the 'supplies. The"war" had turned out to be waged
within a House; two factions of the same merchants guild. Kero wasn't sure what it was about-mines, or
some other kind raw materia, she thought-and she wasn't sure she cared.

Neither side gave arat's ass about the welfare of the troops they'd hired-the Skybolts were just
S0 many warm, wegpon-wielding bodies to them, and if they thought about it at all, they probably
assumed that the Company members welcomed a certain number of losses, asit made for fewer to split
the pay at the end.

Kero had been made the officer over the scouts, and that made it al the worse for her. She was
the one who had to take Ardana's stupid orders-distilled from the even stupider orders of their
employers-and try and make something of them that stood any kind of chance of working.

Kero dug into her kit for some of the half-cured horsehide that was all they had been ableto
salvage from those poor, daughtered nags, and laborioudy patched it into the back of Shallan's
mail-coat. Then she stitched the scales that had come off back into that, cursing when the holes broke
where they'd rusted through.

Fewer and fewer of her friends came back after each foray; she'd managed to keep most of the
scouts alive, but asfor the rest-It was pretty demoralizing. Ardanadidn't have any strategy worth the
name. The merchants dictated, and she followed their orders, directing the Skybolts-skirmishers al-to
fight like a Company of light cavalry. They'd been cut down to two-thirds normal sirength by the
Menmellith affair-now they were down to haf of that. Mostly wounded, thank the gods, and not
dead-but definitely out of the action.

She shook the corsdlet and growled under her breath.

Like the situation with her command, it was so tempting to just do what she could and leave the
rest to the gods-but damned if I'm going to leave my friend half protected

She cut the titching on the faulty scales, took arock from her hearth to use as ahammer, abit of
wood to use asan anvil and anail for aawl, and punched new holes below the old ones, then titched
them back on.

Miserable cheap bastards. If 1'd gone with Eldan, who'd be doing thisfor her? If sheld gone with
Eldan-the thought occurred a dozen times aday, and it didn't hurt any the lessfor repetition. | didn't go
with Eldan. | came back to my people. If Ardanawon't take care of them, | haveto do what | can to
make up for that.

And part of that was making sure her scouts stayed well-protected. She held up the corselet and
shook it, frowning at it, just as Shallan burst through the tent door, ripping one of the tie-cords loose as
shedid so.

"We're being hit!" she cried, asafire-arrow lodged in the canvas of the tent wall. Kero lurched to
her fedt, just as something large and panicked crashed into the tent wall. Kero cameto lying on her back,
with her left arm and shoulder on fire. Literally; there was afire-arrow lodged in her arm.

She screamed, as much from shock as pain, and rolled over into the mud. She put out thefire,
but she broke the arrow off and drove the head deep into her shoulder, and passed out again from the



pan.

The next time she woke, she wished she hadn't. She couldn't believe how much she hurt. Without
opening her eyes, she took dow, deep breaths the way Tarma had taught her, hoping it would make the
pain ebb alittle.

If I-just had Need-She had never been wounded before without having the sword with her-and
now sheredized just what a difference that made. She forced her eyes open, and blinked away tears of
pain until she could see.

Canvas.

Sheturned her head to theleft, Snce turning it to the right only made things hurt worse. Evidently
shewasn't the only victim of the camp raid; there were adozen otherslaid out in various stages of injury
within easy reech.

Someone stood up just beyond the last one; the Company Hesaler, Eren. Shetried to move alittle
too far, and gasped; he jumped asif he was the one who'd been shot, and somehow turned in midair so
that he came down facing her.

Hedidn't say aword; just moved while her eyes blurred, and seemed to materialize beside her.

"What isit?" he asked, resting his hand lightly on her bandaged shoulder. The pain ebbed enough
for her to spesk.

"I need that damned sword," she whispered. "It's| need it, that's all."

Hejust nodded. To her relief, since she hadn't told anyone about everything the blade could do ,
"If you haveit, can | get rid of you?'

She nodded, and he narrowed his eyesin thought for amoment. " Anything that saves my strength
isabonus. I'll send somebody off for it."

Hetook his hand away, and the pain surged over her in awave. She just endured for half an
eternity-then, with no warning a al, the pain was gone.

She gasped again, but thistime with relief, and opened her eyes dowly. Shalan knelt beside her,
with one hand over Kero'sright, which in turn she was holding clasped to Need's hilt.

What happened?" she asked, only now able to think of anything besides her own pain.

"Thelast straw." Shdlan looked like she hadn't dept in awhile. "Or rather, severa last straws.
First wegot hit by the natives. They'retired of having their farms trampled, their houses|ooted, and their
daughtersraped.”

"But we didn't-" she stopped at the look Shallan gave her.

"Much," Shallan amended. "Y ou officers haven't been told everything. No rape, anyway; the lads
know us women'd have them singing a permanent soprano when we found out about it. But when were
hungry and cold and mad as hell, things happen. Anyway, mostly it hasn't been us, they just didn't givea
damn about who it was."



"What happened, then?' Kero asked, shamed past blushing. Have we come that low so fast?

"Y ou were about the only real casudlty in that particular raid. We lost acouple of horses, couple
of tents, but mostly it looked worse than it was. All these-" she waved her hand at the wounded lying
beyond Kero "-were from the guerrillaambushes they've been laying for both sides. Y ou've been out of
things for about four days. They're whittling us down by ones and twos iswhat they're doing. Caught
one, the other day. Twelve-year-old kid. Said they're trying to make life miserable for us, the Skybolts,
sowell pack up and leave. He said their leader figureswhen we leave, thefight'sover. ™

"l-can't fault hisreasoning." Thiswas not why sheld gotten into fighting, to destroy the lives of
ordinary people.

Shdlan shrugged. "No morecan |," she admitted.

"Well, the absolute last straw just showed up today. The merchant-men. Demanding to know
why we haven't won thisthing for them, since we're supposed to be so good. " Outragefilled her and
died just as quickly. Thesefat, complacent Sddine-sitters didn't know fighting, and didn't care. They
probably worked their beasts the same-use them up, throw them away. After dl, werre only mercs. No
oneisgoingto missus.... "Ardanas called ameeting,” Shadlan concluded, the shrewd and caculating
expression on her face telling Kero that she'd read every thought as clearly asif shed had Kero's
Thoughtsensing ability. Think youreuptoit?

Kero attempted to sit. And succeeded. And for thefirst timein along time felt unleavened
gratitude for Need.

"Give me ahand up, and ashoulder to lean on, and I'min," she asserted, though her head swam
for amoment.

Her shoulder didn't hurt, it itched, itched horribly, which made her think that the sword was
making up for the four daysit had been away from her, dl a once. With every moment she felt stronger,
and as Shallan helped her to her feet, she was able to ignore what pain there was and keep herself
upright with aminimum of hep.

Whichisjust aswell. | havethe feding I'm not going. By the time they reached the messtent,
only iron will kept her from tearing the bandage from her shoulder and scratching the wound bloody. She
ground her teeth with the effort it took to leave the thing alone.

Shdlan found a place for them by dint of glaring a acouple of the skirmishers until they gave up
their seats on the splintery haf-log benches. A few more arrived after they did; not many, though, and
when Kero looked around, she realized with agtart that the Company was down to lessthan hdf the
strength they'd had when they rode in here. Ardana's incompetence had decimated them that badly. But
worse than the numbers was the fact that many of the mercs wouldn't meet her eyes, or looked away
after amoment.

Therewas no sense of unity asthere had been whenever Lerryn held amesting. Only
unhappiness and unease, and afeding of resignation, asif they al knew the orders would be bad, and no
longer cared.

Ardanafinaly showed up, with one of the merchantsfollowing like afat shadow, staking to the
front of the tent with ajerky, stiff-legged gait that reminded Kero of a haf-mad, half-starved dog she'd



seen once that was trying to face down amuch bigger animal over abone.

Outmatched, but too crazy to admit it. Ardanas scowl, which had become as much a part of her
face as her flint-hard eyes, didn't do anything to change that assessment. She knows she can't handlethis,
but she can't give it up, Kero thought wonderingly. She's so eaten up with the importance of being
Captain that she won't step down even though she'skilling off her own Company. What iswrong with the
woman? Did she get hit over the head when we weren't looking? What turned her into this monster?

The Captain tugged at the hem of her tunic congtantly, trying to pull out wrinkles that weren't
there. Like the eye, it was anervous habit that had emerged after her elevation to Captain.

"Our employers aren't happy with our progress,” the woman said, into the sullen silence that
followed her entrance. "They say they have reason to believe that we're dacking off. " A few months ago,
that pronouncement would have been met with angry shouts. Now-alow rumbling, aweary growl, was
all the Captain got as aresponse. They don't care anymore. Not about our reputation, not about
pride-they're like saddle-gdled horses, till going only because they're being prodded and quitting hurts
more.

Ardanaslipstightened in what Kero read as satisfaction when no one said anything.

"| told them we're going to end this now. Tomorrow | want every one of you up and ready to
ride-" And the orders she outlined were nothing less than suicide. A straight charge, right up onto theline,
when they had nothing backing them and their opponents had holed themsdaves up in theruins of a
village. The place was amaze of half-ruined buildings; idedl for defense, and impossible for cavalry. And
that wasif the Skybolts actudly were cavary.

Kero listened with her mouth agape, unable to believe the monumental stupidity of such aplan.
It'sthem, the merchants, she thought, dowly, putting what she was hearing together with what she was
not hearing, but sensing from the merchant. She opened her mind to him, and was sickened by what she
found there. Dearest gods. | should have read their thoughts when they were here thefirst time. | should
have because what she read was worse than anything she had imagined. These men had no intention of
paying the rest of their fee-but they were going to solve the problem by making certain there was no
Company left to be paid.

So far asthey were concerned, thisfina charge would solve al their problems very nestly. Most
of the Skyboltswould die; the rest would drift away, leaderless-six months ago, that would have been
unthinkable, but demoralized as they were now, it was not only possible, it was probable. And the
suicidal charge would aso decimate the enemy ranks enough that the free-lancers could mop them up,
and would probably be only too willing for the sake of the looting involved.

I'm on the wounded list-1 won't be going out there-that had been her first reaction, when Ardana
had outlined the "battle plan." Now she blushed with shame at her own reaction. Even I've sunk that low,
thinking only of mysdlf. How can | fault the others?

But the fact that she was on the wounded list gave her awegpon thisfat merchant could never
have anticipated. She would sacrifice her career-but better that, than to see thelast of her friends going,
down to physica and mora death.

By Guild rules, anyone on the wounded list could sever his contract, though hardly anyone ever
did. Maybe if she walked, now, she'd wake them up, force them to see what
they were being lured into. It wasworth atry.



She stood up, and suddenly every eyein the room was on her. Even Ardana stopped in
mid-sentence, and stared at her in mild surprise.

"I've never heard such acrock of shitin my life" Kero said, loudly and bluntly. She pointed an
accusatory finger at the merchant. "Heis going to get every one of uskilled." She pointed at Ardana,
"And you are going to let him get away with it. Lerryn hasto be spinning in hisgrave likean
express-wagon axle."

Ardana's mouth dropped open; beside her, the fat merchant registered equa shock. He wasn't
thinking; just reacting. Surprisethat any of these "stupid mercenaries' had seen what. the "master plan®
was and outrage that the same stupid mercenary would have the audacity to challenge him oniit.

Kero looked around her, dowly and deliberately. "In fact, | don't see anyone herel'd be willing
to cal a Skybalt."

She turned back to Ardana, ripped the badge off her deeve, and threw it at the Captain's feet.

"I'm severing my contract. Go hire some of that scum outside the camp to take my place. If you
can find one stupid enough to go dong with this."

She turned and started to shove her way through the crowd. Behind her, Ardana suddenly woke
up, and stridently ordered her to halt.

She ignored the order-as she ignored those that followed, each more hysterical and shrill than the
last. Finaly orderswereissued to someone ese-to stop and arrest her for court-martial.

That was when Kero turned back and stared her former Captain in the eyes, putting hand to hilt.
"l wouldn't try that," she said, mildly, into the deathly quiet that followed the smple action. "l redly
wouldn't. Y ouwont like the result.”

And she drew about an inch of blade. Ardanawent red, then white. And her hand crept to her
own hilt.

That was when a half-dozen of the scouts legpt to their feet, and tore their own badges off,
throwing them beside Kero's. Then ten more, then twenty, until the air was full of the sound of tearing
cloth, and there were too many people between them for Kero to even see Ardana, though she could ill
hear her, stridently shouting for order.

Order which she was never going to be able to command again. Kero turned and shoved her
way past the remaining Skybolts, suddenly terrified of what she'd done.

She gtill hasacouple of loya followers. She has people that merchant has bought. She can order
them to get me, make an example of me-it'sthe only way shell get anybody to-fal into line now She haf
fell across someone'sfeet as she sumbled out toward her tent, to grab whatever she could and make for
the road north while Ardanawas il too confused to think. The tent was not too far awvay, and while she
was winded by her weakness and her run, thanks to Need's work she wasfully capable of riding. And
Hellsbane could easily outdistance any other horse in the Skybolts picket line, especialy now.

Sheflung hersdlf into the tent, and tore open her saddlebags Blessed Agnira, she prayed,
fervently, while she stuffed belongingsinto the top. Blessed Agnetha-only keep her confused. Just give



methat head start.
Sixteen

Héellshane regarded the pile of dead and wilted grass under her nose with uniquely equine doulbt.
She gave Kero asorrowful ook, one asfilled with entreaty as any spaniel could have managed, and
pawed the hard-packed snow.

"Sorry girl," Kero told her wearily, dl too conscious of her own hunger, and of the cold that
made her feet and hands numb.

"That'sall thereis. And you should be glad you can eat grass; you're doing better than | am. ™
She doubted that the war steed understood any of that, but the mare was at |east someoneto talk to.
And talking kept her mind off of how tired shewas.

Sheld avoided settlements since she began this run back up north, figuring that whatever Ardana
had decided to do about her, it wasn't going to be to Kero's advantage.

They'd ridden from dawn to sunset every day since she'd left the Skybolts camp, whiletherain
became dest, then rea snow, and the snow-cover grew thicker all thetime.

Sheld been grateful then for dl of Tarmastraining, for without it shed never have been ableto
live off theland in late winter.

She and Hellsbane were both in sad condition, but they were at least alive and il ableto travel
if they had to.

The hard run was dmost over now; by nightfall she'd be at the Skybolts winter quarters; shed
collect her gear and get on out of there. Once she had her gear, which included her Mercenary Guild
identification, shed bein aPostion to take her caseto the Guild itsdlf.

She looked up at the leaden sky, and thought bitterly that it was too bad that Ardanawould
never be caled to account for her blundering. Kero had no hope that Ardanawould be punished in any
way-after dl, there was no Point in punishing someone for being stupid-but at least thered be that much
warning in the Guild for anyone thinking of joining the Skybolts. And Kero would get her name and
record clear of any charges Ardanalevied againg her.

Then | can go free-lance, she thought chewing on some nourishing (if tastel ess) cattail roots she'd
grubbed up for hersdf out of a haf-frozen stream. Her teeth hurt from the cold, and her hands ached as
much as her teeth.

Damn that bitch. I'm the one who's going to suffer. She'sthe one who should get it in the teeth,
but I'm guiltless, With arecord of insubordination, even if it waslega and justified, no bonded Company
isever going to be willing to take a chance on me again. I've got abrand of "troublemaker” on mefor all
time. But better that than dead.

She waited until Hellshane had eaten her own rations down to the last strand of grass, tightened
the girth, and remounted, the ache of her feet only partialy relieved by tucking them in close to the mare's
warm body. Riding your horse just after she's eaten wasn't exactly

good horsemanship.



Sorry Hellsbane, | don't have much of achoice. I'd spareyouif | could.

The mare shook herself, and snorted, but settled to the pace willingly enough. They rodeon at a
fast walk under lowering skiesjust asthey had for days past counting, long, dull days that meant nothing
more than so many leagues toward their god. But Kero's cal culations had been right on the money;
sunset saw her riding up to the village that supported the Skybolts winter quarters, akind of
snow-capped, stockaded heart in the midst of a cluster of buildings. Kero looked up and saw, and felt
the same kind of rush of relief as sheld felt on riding up to the Skybolts camp. She quickly repressed it,
but not without alump in her throat. Thiswasn't homecoming and would never again be home. Not for
her.

The village was made up of fairly unusua buildings, if one supposed thisto be an ordinary village.

Threeinns, ablacksmith, an armoret and severd other, lessidentifiable placesthat were
obvioudy businesses of some sort. No sign of avillage market, no signs of craftsmen or farmers. The one
aspect that dominated everything a stockade at the heart of the place.

Every town that served as winter quartersto a Company looked like this, more or less. The
Company would build or buy an appropriate establishment; severd buildings were needed for a
Company of any size. Barracks for one thing, and you could add armory, training-ground, stables, and
adminidrative office a theleast.

Once the place was up and tenanted and past itsfirst year of occupancy, the rest would follow.
The only craftsmen that would establish themsel ves would be smiths and armorers; for the rest, members
of the Merchants and Traders Guildswould take care of anything materia the wintering troops needed
to spend money on. And for their nonmaterial needs, the innkegpers would take care of anything they
might desire. The Skybolts hadn't been established long enough to acquire an entire town about their
walls as old membersretired and chose to stay nearby and raise families. Hawksnest, the Sunhawks
wintering quarters, supported athriving population of noncombatants.

A token force stayed behind even during fighting season, to train new recruits, and seeto the
upkeep of the place. Those were usudly members of the Company that were no longer fit for field duty,
but couldn't or wouldn retire. If the Captain judged them fit enough, and if there were positions open,
they could become caretakers and trainers, especidly if they'd been officers. Therewasno sensein
wasting resources.

Evidently word of her defection hadn't preceded her, for the guard at the front entrance to the
stockade, ataciturn one-eyed fellow she knew only vaguely, welcomed her in through the gates with no
comments, opening the smdler, side gate for her rather than forcing the great gates open againgt the
piled-up snow. She was mortaly glad he was the one on duty; he seldom spoke more than three words
inarow, and then only if spoken to first. She didn't want to have to answer questions, and she most
especidly didn't want to haveto lie. Shefeigned aweariness only alittle greater than she felt; she knew
she and the mare were thin and worn, and those things evidently were al the excuse she needed for
Slence.

The snow-covered training-ground was silent and looked curioudy unused as she rode past; she
thought perhaps all the new recruits were egting dinner, but when she dismounted and brought the mare
into the darkened, redolent stables, and saw how few horses there were there, she realized that for the
firg timein her knowledge, there were no new recruits.

Evidently, since the Skybolts weren't going to be there to train them the riders recruited and



rough-trained during the summer months had been sent down south to join the rest of the Company.

Which meant that in Order to take any kind of job in the normal fighting season, what was |ft of
the Company would have to accept green recruits or free-lancerswho'd never been with a Company
before, and put them right into the front lineswith the ret.

That was just more evidence of the kind of shortsighted thinking Ardana had been displaying dl
aong.

Whileit wastrue that the Skybolts had only accepted seasoned fighters, without proper drilling
and practice, new recruitswere twice aslikely to die as old hands. And that wasin anonspeciaist
Company; in aCompany of skirmishers, Kero wouldn't have given anew recruit arat's chance of
aurviving thefird fight.

But that certainly explained where al the new faces had come from while sheld been acrossthe
Karste border. And it would give Ardanaafine excuse for why the casuaty figures
were S0 highif the Guild madeinquiries.

She left Hellshane under saddle; just backed her into the nearest empty stall and gave her agood
feed, then went off to the empty barracksto retrieve her gear.

There wasn't much of it, but there were warm winter clothesto replace her threadbare garments,
some weaponry to replace thingslost or |eft behind. And asfor the persond gear, every little bit would
help. She'd undoubtedly haveto sell the semi-precious gems sheld stored. To carveinto littlefigurinesthis
winter. The carving equipment itself wasn't worth much, and didn't take up agreat dedl of room; she'd
keep it awhile, on the chance that she would one day be able to carve again.

The barracks were dark, with most of the windows shuttered. Her footsteps echoed hollowly
and her breath showed whitein the gloom, telling her that the place hadn't been heated at al thiswinter.

Somehow the very emptiness oppressed her more than the entire trip back. Maybe it had
something to do with actualy seeing the place that should have been full of people standing deserted.

She didn't bother with pulling off her worn gloves or cloak; it wastoo cold. She had no intention
of deeping here; if shefound hersdf with enough bresthing space, she'd draw on thellittle credit she had
at the Woolly Ram and spend the night there. Shefelt her way across the building and climbed the
cresking stairsto the veterans floor, and sought her own little nichein the barracks.

Cold penetrated her cloak, and depression weighed heavily on her shoulders. She threw open
the shutter to get the last of the light. Beside her bare bunk was her armor-stand with her spare suit of
chain, which could be sold easily enough. At the foot of the bunk was the locked chest where she kept
the smaller objects she didn't want to carry with her on campaign, and under the bunk was the
clothespress that held the rest of her wardrobe.

Winter clothing, dl of it, and she bundled it dl up and bound it into a pack with aspare blanket.
She unlocked the chest and looted it just as thoroughly, though there was considerably lessinit. Knives,
her jewel-carving supplies, a couple of pieces shed finished, various odds and ends. Some were too
bulky to take with her; someimpracticd. It was only after shed madeit al up into packsthat she saw the
letter lying on the shelf above her bed, with the odd bits and carvings she'd picked up over the years, the
sentimental things she could not take with her.



Who would send me aletter? My brother? But the seal was unfamiliar, and the handwriting on
the outside none she'd seen before. She picked the folded parchment up, her hands trembling for no
reason that she could think of, and opened it, breaking the strange blue-and-silver sedl.

It contained two pieces of paper. The first was a simple note of two lines and aname.

"| kept the letter of our agreement, but you can't-fault me for arranging the termsto suit myself,
it read.

"If you want to redeem this, you'll have to come here, and you'll haveto seeme. " And it was
Sgned, sSmply, "Eldan.”

The other paper was adraft, in Vademaran scrip, for the amount of the Herald's ransom. She
would have to go to Vademar in personto cashitin.

More specifically, she would have to go to the capital of Haven, asthe draft had been written on
a Crown account there. And it had to be countersigned by the issuer, which in this case was Eldan
himsdf.

To clam her reward, she would have to confront him on his own ground, and dedl with him and
al her tangled fedings about him.

It was a bitter sort of salvation he offered. If she went to him to Vademar, her troubles would be
over, temporarily at least. She would have ready cash to tide her over until she managed to land a
free-lance pogition. She might even be able to get aposition within Vademar.

Surely they needed bodyguards, persona guards, and caravan guards even there.

But if shewent, Eldan would undoubtedly try to persuade her to stay with him, perhaps even
teaching at that Collegium of his as he had suggested. And right now she had no better prospectsthan to
giveinto that persuasion.

But if shedid givein, shed beright back in the Situation she had fled from in thefirst place, first
from Lordan's keegping, then from his. Theidea of being completely dependent on someone €lse made
her fed asif shewasbeing dtifled. If shedid that, she wouldn't have proved anything, not even to hersdlf.

But she'd be with the one man she'd ever been ableto love, to give herself completely to heart
and mind and soul-because he had given himsdlf to her in the same way.

She stood there, staring at the blank wall above the shelf, unaware that she had crushed both
papersin her hand until a clamor from beyond the gates of the stockade woke her out of her trance.

Therewas no mistaking that kind of noise; friendly shouts, whinnies, someone pounding on the
gate. All the soundsindicating a crowd of riders wanted entrance.

She stuffed the papersinto her belt-pouch hastily. She could decide what to do about them later.
Right now she needed to get out of there and quickly. Ardanas messengers must have been right behind
me, she thought, shutting out panic. | haveto get to the Guild before they throw mein detention!

She had no doubt that Ardanawould court-martial her if the Captain ever got her hands on her.
If Ardanahad her way, Kero would never even see a Guild Arbitrator.



She grabbed up her packs and bolted down the stairs just as she heard, from the open window
behind her, the sound of the great gates being forced open, groaning against the load of snow pressed up
againd them.

She thought about her possible exits as she ran down the stairs and out the side door of the
barracks. There was a back postern-gate that self-locked right behind the barracks. Kero waited for a
moment until she was certain that no one was in a position to see her, then dashed across the open space
between the buildingsinto the stables.

She fumbled open the stall door and grabbed Hellsbane' sreinsto lead her out. Now she heard
people and horses milling around just inside the gates; at least twenty if not more. It would tekethem a
few more moments to get organized, then they would have to explain their mission to the guard and the
guard would have to remember what direction sheld taken.

That would all take time, precious time, time she could use to make her escape.

She threw the packs over Hellsbane's rump without fastening them, and led Hellsbane in back of
the stables, past the odorous manure pile, to the back of the stockade itsalf. There was the postern gate;
narrow, scarcely tal enough for aled horse, not tall enough for arider, and ared test of arider's ability
to get hishorse to pass through something the animal judged to be too small.

But the mare would follow wherever Kero led; such was her training and breeding, and the trust
they had built together. Kero had to pull the packs off and pitch them into drifts beside the gate to get her
through, but the mare gave no trouble with squeezing through the gate, even though the saddle scraped
on the stockade walls on either Sde of her.

The counter-weighted gate swung shut behind her horse'stail, and the lock clicked. Hellsbane
flicked her ears at the sound and whickered nervoudly.

Kero pulled the packs out of the snow and siwung them back up behind the saddle, fastening
them as best she could to the lean packs that were already there,

She mounted as soon as the packs were in place; every heartbeat counted at thispoint. | had no
ideathey were so close behind me, she thought worriedly. | know we didn't make the best time, because
we had to keep backtracking to avoid the towns-and | know Hellsbane wasn't in the best shape, either,
but I thought we were farther ahead of them than that.

There was another possibility aswell. If Ardana had wanted her badly enough to mount up the
freshest horses and the best ridersin the Company to go after her, with enough money to permit them to
change horses at every posting-house, they could have caught up with her quite easily. And that made
getting to atown with a strong representation of the Mercenary's Guild al the more important.

Evenif it meant riding dl night. It had meant more than riding al night, it had meant riding past
dawn. Kero had never known a person could be so tired, so deep-down exhausted, and still be standing.

She dtifled ayawn as she recited her story for the third time before the representatives of the
Guild.



Each time, she had faced adifferent set of people. Thefirst time wasright after sheld come
through the city gates. She wanted bed and food, but with Ardana's flunkies out there looking for her, she
knew she didn't dare stop for either.

She'd breathed awhole ot easier after she passed the door of the Guild, asturdy stone edifice
that didn't look agreet ded different from the Guildhall of any other Guild. Onceinside, she asked for
directionsto the Arbitrators.

She had been sent up aflight of worn wooden stairsto atiny office, where shed told a shortened
version to astone-faced secretary of some kind.

He gave her achair when shed finished, and went off somewhere. When he came back, his
stone like demeanor had thawed alittle, and he took her to another office.

That was where she had told the story a second time, to amuch friendlier and sympathetic
official-one who seemed to strive to make her fed comfortable, and to convince her that she could trust
him. She did-but mostly because she was convinced she wasin the right, and she was only trying to
protect herself and her standing within the Guild. She could see how someone with afadsfied tae could
easly get himsalf in deep trouble with this man; he had asked many careful questions, all designed to
make her incriminate hersdlf or uncover flawsin her story that would reved it to be afabrication.

That had taken the better part of the morning, and she was dizzy with fatigue when he was
finished with her.

She didn't try to touch histhoughts, but she had avery red sensethat everything he said was part
of acarefully prepared script, and that he wasn't about to deviate from it except in the most extreme
circumstances.

She couldn't help but wonder how many casesthe Arbitrators saw that never got beyond this
man. Probably quite afew, judging by hisreactionsto her. Although he didn't actualy say anything that
(probably) fel outside his prepared speeches, she got the distinct impression that he was warming to
her-outside of the "hail-fellow well met" facade he presented.

Once again she was sent off to wait, thistime in alittle room with three other people, dl asslent
as she, and two of them looking considerably more harried. The third was black and blue, with splintson
one arm. She got the fedling that this man was desperate, under the fog of hispain-killers. If the
Arbitrators denied him his perceived justice, he might well do something, something excessive.

Hewasthefirg cdled, and she didn't see him again.

Evidently, petitioners did not leave by the same door they came in, because the other petitioner
was called afew moments later, and when Kero was summoned into the room, there was no sgn of
ather of them.

Shefound hersdf in alarge, well-lit, barren room, empty of everything except along table with
three chairs behind it. In those chairs sat the Arbitrators, two men and awoman, al three of them the
very image of the perfect soldier. All three sat as erect asif thiswas a parade ground, al three wore
identical long-deeved tunics of brown lesather, and al threeworetheir graying hair close-cropped.

Thisthird and find time she recited her entire story to the panel of three Guild Arbitrators, who dl
remained asimpassve and unemotiona as statues. She thought that was probably agood sign. Thistown



of Sdinawas completely outside Ardanasimmediate reach, and had astrong town council of its own.
And the adminigtrative branch of the Guild here waswell known for fair play.

Their completely impartid attitudes et her know they would be weighing not only everything she
sad, but how shesad it.

By now she was exhausted, and she greatly envied Hdllshane, safely and warmly ingtalled in the
Guild stables, fed and groomed and probably now adeep.

Shetried to tell thingsssimply and clearly, with aslittle emotiond weight as possible; tried to act as
impassive and neutral as her judges seemed to be, But she heard herself durring words asif shewas
drunk; and so she was, but with weariness, not wine.

It wasn't hard to sound impassive after al. Asshe did her best to make sure she kept all her facts
sraight, she discovered that right at this moment she didn't care much about anything; dl shewasredly
aware of was her acute need to deep and the hollow emptiness of her scomach.

Too late, she thought perhaps that her gpproach was al wrong; maybe she should have been
passionate and full of righteous anger--maybe she wasn't convincing them.

Maybe they read her stoicism as the facade of someone who was making everything up.

But it was too late to change now, and besides, shewastoo tired. It was al she could do to
keep her narrative clear, and answer their questions with some semblance of intelligence.

Findly she cameto the end of her story, and the Arbitrators came to the end of their questions.

They sent her out through a second door on the opposite side of the room, where she found a
small chamber identica to the one shed waited in before her "audience.”

It was atiny, windowless box of aroom, stuffy, and airless. There were three chairs, dl empty,
al equally uncomfortable, which wasjust aswell. She wouldn't have been ableto resist theimplied
comfort of apadded chair, and once settled into something like that, sheld have fallen adeep for certain.

Shetook her seet to await their decision in the middle of the three chairs a high-backed,
unyielding piece, so tired that only the degp ache of hunger kept her awake.

That, and thefact that her imagination began to run wild. Being alonelike this, with nothing to
think about her performance and possible fate, only made her more...

What if they don't believe aword | said? What if they think I'm lying? There had been no way to
tell what they were thinking while shewastaking; if they hadn't been breathing occasondly, shewould
have taken them for corpses. But what possible motive could | havefor lying?

Ambition? | was promoted under Ardana. Revenge? She never did anything to me directly. But
that might not make any difference. People had mutinied againgt their leaders with no gpparent reason
before this. She worried the fear until the edges were frayed, but she couldn't dismissit. It seemed to be
taking forever for the Arbitrators to make their decision.

She got up and paced the floor, hands clasped tightly behind her back, trying to walk softly, but
unable to keep her boots quiet against the hard wooden floor. What if Ardanas flunkieswent herefirst,



instead of the winter quarters? What if they told Ardanas version, and the Arbitrators believe her?

It was possible. If they had changed horses, and gone by the trade roads, they could have beaten
her here easlly.

But she can't argue away the casualty rate. She can't argue away her lack of strategy.

Therewere plenty of excuses Ardana could make for those things, though, and Kero's
imagination was quick to supply them. 1lIness, inexperience, treachery on the part of their dlies, unfamiliar
territory, achain of command fundamentally new to their positions. She had managed to work hersdlf up
to such a pitch that when the door opened behind her, she jumped and uttered a muffled (and
undignified) squeak of darm. She was 0 rattled that she turned and just stood there staring at the
newcomer, heart pounding, unable to speak for amoment.

Standing framed in the doorway was her second questioner, the friendly middle-aged man who
had cross-examined her so skillfully. He stared at her for amoment, obvioudy taken aback by her
nervous response to the smple act of adoor opening behind her.

"I-I'm sorry,” she stammered. "I'm kind of jumpy. I'm letting my nerves get the better of me.”

He recovered his gplomb, and smiled, and thistime she had the fedling it was agenuine smile and
not the facade held worn for her thefirst time they'd met.

"I'm the one who should apologize," he said. "'l knew very well what you'd been through, and |
didn't make alowancesfor it. I'm lucky dl you did was jump-with that poor fellow whose case was
heard first, | might have found mysdf on the floor with aknife at my throat.”

She smiled wanly, and he waved her through the door.

"The Arbitrators have decided in your favor, Kerowyn," he continued, tugging hisleather tunic
sraight with a gesture that seemed to be habit. "But they want you to hear it from them. Even though this
isadecison for you, it may not be everything you were hoping for."

All of the tension drained out of her, leaving her limp and ready to accept just about anything.
She obeyed hisdirection, and found herself back in front of the table, facing the three granite-faced
Arbitrators.

Now that she knew they'd decided for her, shelooked at them alittle more closdly. All three of
them were older than shed first thought; old enough to be grandparents, though she had no doubt that
any of thethree could challenge her &t their chosen forms of combat and quite probably best her. They al
had that indefinable air of the professional mercenary; cool, calm, unruffled, and quite able to take on
whatever needs doing.

Two men, and one woman; al three had probably worked themsalves up from the ranks. She

smiled alittle to hersdlf. If they had come up from the ranks, they weren't going to appreciate what the
Skybolts Captain had done to her people. Ardanawas going to get short shrift from them, if she hadn't

dready.
The woman spoke; she had the seat on Kero's|eft, and looked alittle older than the other two.

"Weve decided in your favor, Kerowyn," she said, her voice surprisingly soft and melodic. "We



agree that you had every right and every reason to sever your contract, and that you did so legdly.”
That was dl she had ever wanted to hear.

"Thank you-" she started to say, but the woman interrupted her with an
upraised hand.

"Y our Captain wasand isafool,” she said, "but there's nothing in the Guild Code preventing
foolsfrom being in command, or from getting their people hurt or killed. We aren't in the business of
telling Captains how to command. We only ded with violations of the the Code. The guild dlowsonly
onekind of retribution for Captains of her sort-the kind you took. Severing contracts neetly and legaly
until sheisin command of nothing. Do you understand me?"

Kero put alock on her reaction of disappointment and nodded.

"What you're saying is pretty much what I'd expected,” she replied, trying not to think of those
friends il trgpped under Ardanas command until the end of their Company contract.

The woman smiled ever so dightly; the barest hint of a curve to her weathered lips.

"Unfortunately, no matter what we put in your record, it isunlikely that an bonded Company will
ever accept you again. | hope you redlized that, if not when you severed, at least when you'd had a
chanceto think al this out. Mercenaries who sever contractsin the field, even under extreme provocation
such as you experienced, tend to be viewed with ajaundiced eye by other commanders. After dl, by
their way of thinking if you do it once, what'sto stop you from doing it again? To them, it'sjust another
form of desertion under fire. "

Wl that was what | thought, although I'd rather she hadn't said it. Kero sighed.
"l understand that, sir,” she said, rocking alittle back and forth to ease her aching feet.

"But | wonder if you really know what that meansin terms of theimmediate present,” the woman
persisted.

"Thisisthelean season. The only places hiring right now are Companies. | understand that you
have very littlein theway of savings. You are going to find it dl but impossible to find work herein
Sdina, and you won't have the wherewitha to go sewhere.”

Kero blinked.
"But-what about going bonded fredance?"

"If you can find work," the woman told her. ™Y ou have no experience outsde of a Company.
Thisiswinter. No caravans, no warfare, no hunting where someone might need atracker whoisaso a
fighter, no work as acity guard and damned near no bodyguard work. Nothing's moving. No oneis
going anywhere. | can promise you that thereis no work in Sdlinafor someone of your talents.”

Kero swallowed. | never had any ideait was going to be thisbad. But groveling isn't going to
help. | haveto put agood face on this. Falling gpart is not going to earn me anything, certainly not their
respect. | think | have that now. | don't want to loseit.



She stiffened her back and raised her chin.

"I'll have to manage," shereplied. "I have other ills. | can handle horses, or train them, no
matter how difficult they are. | can work atavernif | haveto. | even have some experience with
medicine. Tarma-my teacher told meto learn other things, because I might haveto fall back on them."

The other two nodded, athough the woman looked dubious.

"Evenif you get free-lance work, you've never worked anywhere except within a Company,” she
perssted. "Y ou have no ideawnhat it'slike to work freglance. It's hard enough for aman, but for a
woman."

"I'll manage," Kero replied. "I'm tougher than | look. Thank you for your judgment in my favor. |
hed heard that the Guild wasfair, and | will be very happy to confirm that."

Thewoman shook her head, but said nothing more.

Kero bowed dightly, and turned. The friendly man was still standing beside the second door; he
beckoned.

"Y ou're entitled to three days here," hetold her. "Three days, bed and board, for you and your

She sighed. That was one worry out of the way. Three days of grace, three days where she
wouldn't have to fret about where she was going to lay her head. "I'll take you up on that,” shetold him.
"Becauseright now | couldn't find my way to aninn, evenif | could afford to pay for it."

"| thought as much," he replied, with redl, unfeigned sympathy. "I took the liberty of having your
things taken to one of the rooms. The food is nothing to boast about, and the room isn't fancy, but it's
safe, and it has abed.”

"And right now, that'sdl | need," she said wesarily. "I'll work on solutionsfor my problemswhen
I've got amind to work with. Maybe I'm being too optimitic, but | can't believe that someone with my
skillscan't find work."

After aday and anight of solid dumber, and half aday of hunting, she cameto the conclusion
that the woman Arbitrator wasright. There was no work in Selinafor amerc of any kind, much lessa
femde

That |eft other options. First, before the day was over, she sold everything she didn't actudly
need; that |eft her with one suit of armor, her weapons, her clothing, and Hellsbane and her tack.

The Guild gave her adecent price for the armor and weaponry-decent by the standards of a
town in midwinter, at any rate. Decent, considering that her second-best suit of chain was now her best,
and the suit she was willing to sell had been immersed in ariver, drenched with rain, covered with mud,
and generally abused.

What she wound up with would pay for room and board for her and Hellsbane for afortnight.

She counted the pitiful little pile of coins carefully, but they didn't multiply, and the numbers didn't
change.



She started to put them back in her belt-pouch, and her hand encountered something that
crackled. She pulled it out, puzzled for amoment, then felt the blood drain from her face as she
recognized Eldan's|etter and voucher.

It would be the easy answer. Her fortnight'sworth of coin, if augmented by living of theland,
would take her to Vademar.

| don't have to do anything, she thought reluctantly. All I haveto doisgo. I can just collect my
money, and leave. | don't haveto listen to anything he says.

She waslying to hersdlf, and she knew it. She shoved the parchment back into the pouch and
dropped the coins on top of them with alittle groan. She lay back on the bed and rubbed her aching
temples. I'll go up there, and helll tell me how much he loves me, and hell offer me some sinecure-and I'll
takeit, | know | will. Then I'll be trapped. Becauseit'll be hisjob, and probably itll be no morethan a
token, a pretense-job, to make mefed lesslike he's giving me everything. And gods, | do love him, it'd
be so easy to accept that.

But love wasn't enough, not for her. She had to have freedom, too. She had to know that she
was earning her way, not just playing someone e se's shadow.

No. She gritted her teeth stubbornly. No. Not unlessthere's no choice. I'll go to the Plains, firs,
and become anomad like my crazy cousins. And | haven't exhausted al my options. | ill have two more

days.

Asit happened, it wasn't until sunset of her third grace day that she found work. It wasn't what
she had expected; she was|ooking for work asagroom. Sheld tried al the places mercs frequented,
then the places that were the haunts of the city guard, and finaly started trying tradesmen'sinns. No one
had a place for her, not even after she demonstrated her ability with acouple of surly, trouble making
beasts.

One of the last places on her mentd list was apeddier' sinn; a cheap place mostly used by
traveling peddlers and minor traders. It wasn't a place where she would have worked if shed had a
choice; but the fact was, she didn't have achoice. She walked into the stable yard and right into afight.

The conflict was complicated by the involuntary involvement of adonkey and a pony, both
kicking and protesting at the tops of their lungs.

Kero was tempted to wade straight in, but years of tavern brawling had taught her not to get
involved in an ongoing fight without reinforcements. There were an assortment of servants and stable
hands gawking at the fracas.

She grabbed them dl and formed them into an assault force, which she led into the fray. When
the pony and donkey were on opposite sides of the yard, severa heads had been knocked together, and
cam had been restored, she turned to what she thought was the head groom who now sported an
impressve black eye.

"I need work," she said shortly. "I'm abonded freelance merc, but I'm willing to do just about
anything."

The man squinted againgt the light of the setting sun, holding ahandful of snow againg hiseye.



"Therés nothin' open in the stables," he said with what sounded like mixed admiration and regret.
Sheturned to go, without waiting to hear what else he would say, the bitter taste of disappointment in her
mouth once again.

"Wait!" she heard behind her. She amost hurried her steps, not wanting to listen to another offer
of amedl, or worse, an offer that she whore for the owner. But this time something stopped her. Perhaps
it had been the honest admiration in the man's voice; perhapsit was her own desperation. She stopped,
and dowly turned.

"We don' need anyonein th' stables,” the man said, limping toward her. "But we suresfireneed a
hand likeyoui' th' teproom.”

"I don't whore," she said shortly, knowing that thisinn's serving girls were expected to do just
that.

"Whore?' the man seemed genuindly surprised. "Hellfires, no! Y e€d be wasted as awhore! Need
i th' taproom'’s fera peacekeeper.”

"A what?" She raised both eyebrows, trying not to laugh.

"Peacekeeper. Break up fights, throw them as makes too much trouble out on their ear.” The
man seemed earnest enough, and Kero kept astraight face.

"Y e unnerstand, men won' reckon on pickin' fightswi' awench see? Big bulkin’ brute, they kick
up dust just t' chdleng' ‘im. Wench, they don' see as worth makin' trouble with. Then, trouble does Sart,
they won' be lookin' t' awench t' stop it. See?"

Oddly enough, Kero could. "Did you figure thisout?" she asked.

The man sighed. "Had awench's peacekeeper fer years. Logt 'er to th' Wolflings. That's ‘cause
al wecn giveisroom'n'board. Been hopin' t' replace 'er but ain't seen nobody 1'd trust, much lessa
bonded, that'd work fer that." Kero was still skeptical, but her time was running out, and she needed
somewhere to go. Thiswas the only decent offer sheld had.

"And how do | know your master will go aong with this?" she asked.

The man grinned. ""Cause th' master's me. An' yere hired, if yell take just room'n'board. Startin’
tnight."

It was better than sheld feared, but no placeto rest or recover. Hellsbane had to winter in the
corra since the stable was reserved for paying customers. She had to deep on the floor with the rest of
the hel p-with the exception of the serving girls, who spent the nights with customers. The floor was
packed dirt, and cold, and half healed wounds ached at night. She could understand his reasoning-he
only had three deeping rooms upgtairs.

But that didn't make her pogition any essier.
The food was fresh and filling, and she could eat dl she could hold, but it was poor stuff. Thin

soup and coarse bread for the most part. She never felt quite right, and never regained her lost weight
even though she was stuffing hersdlf at every med.



Theinn master achearful little squirrel of aman, wasfair and decent to her and backed her on
every decision she made. Hewas dl right, but the rest of the staff avoided her, especidly after she
brained a peddler who caught her out in the stable and tried to rape her.

Shelost track of the days, she was exhausted by the time the inn closed, and never seemed to
get enough rest.

Each day blurred into the next, and she was never able to get up enough energy to go out and
hunt down other jobs as she had intended to. Her little store of coins steadily dribbled away as she had
to replace clothing that wore out, and repair armor and tack.

Even the sword seemed to have given up on her; she never felt so much asaprod fromit
anymore.

She leaned up against the bar, carefully positioning herself in the shadows, and surveyed the
crowd. Therewasalarger group than usua here tonight, which had Ruth bouncing with joy, but didn't
exactly make her fed like snging. More people meant more chances of fighting, and more people meant
that some of them would likely buy places on the floor. Paying customers got the places nearest thefire,
leaving the hdp to shiver intheir blankets. A cold night meant achesin the morning.

Maybe | can tak Ruth out of some something hot to drink, she thought, rubbing one thumb aong
Need's grip.

Or maybewine. Then | can at least fall adeep quickly.

Goddess, I'm tired. | wish | could have abed for just one night. There was alittle eddy of
raucousness over by the door; she wasn't sure who or what was causing it, and she decided to keep a
shapeyeonit.

The disturbance moved nearer; laughing and cursing in equal amounts marked thetrail of one
customer as he made hisway toward the bar. Finally the cause of the commotion got close enough for
Kero to see him, and she grimaced as she redlized why no one was willing to take exception to his
behavior.

It was acity guardsman, drunk as alord, and throwing hisweight and rank around. No one here
wanted to touch him and risk arrest, and he was taking full advantage of the fact.

Her heart sank when she saw him peering around asif he waslooking for something, then grin
when hefinally spotted her.

He shoved a couple of drovers asde, and shouldered a potter out of his place next to her.

"Wel-a-day," he said nadtily. "If it isn’ Ruth'sli'l she-man. Watcha till doin' here, sweetheart?
Ain' never found' amant' take ye outa them britches an’ put yein askirt?”'

Sheignored him.
At firg, hedidn't seem to notice that she was staring off into the crowd with a completely bored

expression on her face. Sheld learned long ago that the worst thing she could do would be to respond at
al to bullieslike this one. Her only possible defense was to do nothing. Eventually they tended to get



bored and go away.

This one was remarkably persistent, though. And he got in one or two shots that came too damn
near the bone and made her blood boil. But Tarma hadn't taught her control in vain; she kept atight rein
on her temper and continued to ignore him, even though a crowd was collecting around them, waiting to
seeif he could goad her into afight.

He was drunk, but only enough to make him belligerent, not enough to dow him down or fox his
reactions. She'd be afool to give him thefight he wanted. Twice afool, sinceit was againgt thelaw to lay
ahand on acity guardsman.

So she kept silent, and finally he did seem to get bored with his game. He started to lean close,
and she saw what was coming; the old ploy of "accidentally” spilling liquor on someone-her, to be
gpecific. She decided she'd had enough.

Just a heartbesat before the guardsman moved, she reached out and pulled one of the watchers
into her place, then dipped into the mob before the guardsman could stop her. Since she was shorter
than most of the patrons, it wasn't hard to keep hersdlf hidden long enough to get into the safe haven of
the kitchen.

The kitchen staff stared at her as she passed through and out the rear door, but they didn't say
anything. Shewaited just insde the kitchen door for amoment, making sure the kitchen yard outside was
Clear.

There wasn't o much as a cat moving out there. She closed the door behind her and rubbed her
eyes with the back of her hand. They felt gritty and sore from dl the smoke, and she wondered just how
long it was going to be before Ruth closed up.

Dear gods, I'm tired. Even though her somach wasfull, she felt empty, without any energy. That
guardsman hope he leaves. | don't want to have to take him on. | don't think Ruth could protect me from
thetown law if | had to hit him. I'm not sure the Guild could, and I'm not surethey d be willing to, either.

She waked dowly across the uneven kitchen yard, treacherous where snow had melted and
refrozenin ruts.

Themoonwasinitslast quarter, and cast thin light that did little to help her in seeing her way.
Might aswell check on the stable. Maybe by thetime | get back, that drunk will have gotten tired of
looking for me. Or maybe helll get so drunk helll pass out. Either will do.

There were only two horsesin the stable tonight, and both were adeep. One of the stable boys
dozed beside the door, but legpt to hisfeet when she passed him. She patted his shoulder, suppressing a
tired amile.

"Good lad," she said camly and with reassurance, as she would to adog. "Just checking on
things." He tared at her with wide, haf-frightened eyes, and she felt the sting of rgjection. She turned
away without saying anything more,

She knew there were severd other animalsin the paddock with Hellshane, but she seldom
bothered to check them; the mare herself was more than enough guard. She stopped by the fence,
suddenly lonely for any kind of afriendly face, even ahorse's. But Hellsbane was adeep, and Kero
decided on reflection not to wake her. What would be the use, after all? The war steed was only ahorse,



not an intelligent creature like a Companion.

Hellsbane couldn't talk to her, and probably wouldn't even know how unhappy, her mistress
wes.

She turned her back on the paddock and began the long walk back to theinn.

Just as she passed the stable, something jumped out of the shadows of the stable door. Her
reactions, numbed by weariness and inadequate food, were not what they had been. Before she could
turn to meet her attacker, he was on top of her, and hit her in the back with a scabbarded blade.

She saw gtars of pain and went down, breath driven out of her. The unknown grabbed her arm
before she had a chance to recover, and hauled her to her fest.

Shetried to make her arms and legs move, but they wouldn't obey her. She was hauled around
to face her attacker, and he seized ahandful of her tunic and pulled her nose-to-nose with him. His
ae-sour breath made her cough; and even in the dim light she had no trouble recognizing him or his
uniform. It was the guardsman; still drunk, and obvioudy de-crazed.

"Thought yed dip out on me, she-man?' he snarled. "Couldn' face area man?'M minded t' gi'
yealessoni' th' way awench should mind ‘ersdf." A hand as massive as the busnessend of aclub
holding asword hilt connected with the Side of her face so hard her teeth rattled. That was a mistake, for
the blow managed to knock her out of the stunned daze she had been in. She brought up her knee-not
into his crotch, which he was expecting, but in order to stamp down hard on hisinstep.

She was wearing riding boots with a hard hed-they were the only foot-covering she had; hewas
wearing soft town-shoes. Something cracked under her heel. He screeched, and let go of her.

But only for amoment. He'd taken in so much de-or possibly other things-that the pain was only
temporary.

While shewas Hill trying to get her bresth and to clear her eyes of the tears of pain, he swung out
and bashed her in the Side of the head with his gtill-shesthed blade.

She cried out, and grabbed automatically for the hilt of her own sword as she went down to one
knee-And Need took over.

Even while her mind was till regling, her body jumped to its feet, unsheethed blade in hands,
driving straight for the guardsman. He parried clumsily with his wegpon; Need came it over thetop of his
blade and only by dipping and falling on an ice patch did he escape aheart thrust

He scrambled back up to hisfeet (if anything, more enraged than before), while Kero dipped on
another bit of ice. The blade's control faltered for amoment; still half-stunned, shetried to get control of
her own body back, as Need reasserted control and forced her to attack again and again while the
guardsman scrambled backward. After the second attack, he seemed to have gotten the idea that he was
inimminent danger of being killed; now he was only trying to get avay from her.

Finally, the guardsman fetched up against thewall of the stable. There were lights and shouts
behind Kero now, but she paid no attention to them; she was far too busy trying to get the upper hand
before the blade killed the man.



Need caught the man'sblade in abind and disarmed him. Kero thought for amoment that the
sword would release her then, but it held her astightly asever. Evidently the man's crimes against women
were such that the blade had no intention of letting him get away. The guardsman's eyes were wide with
fear, reflecting the torchlight behind her, and he flung up both his handsin afutile attempt to ward her off,
as Need drove toward histhroat.

And at the last moment. Kero got just enough control back to reverse the blade and punch the
man in the chin with the pommd.

As he dumped to the ground, and the blade's control over her vanished, hands seized her from
behind.

Kero lay on her ssomach on the hard wooden shelf that served as abed in her damp, unheated
cell. It hurt too much to lie on either her back or her side. She hadn't been treated badly; they'd brought
her food and water, earlier, but stabbing pains ran down both legs every time shetried to move, so she
ignored both. Her back hurt so much she was afraid that the guardsman might have broken something.

Not that it mattered. Drawing stedl on acity guardsman was an offense punishable by aflogging
and exile from the city, stripped of al possessions. Which, in her circumstances, was tantamount to a
sentence of degth.

Right now she couldn't have moved to save hersalf even with Need in her hand and in full control.

They'd taken the sword away from her, of course, which meant she was without its Hedling and
pain blocking powers again. She'd collgpsed in agony the moment it had left her hand, but it wasn't likely
anyone had made the connection. Probably they'd assumed she'd been in the same kind of berserk rage
asthe guardsman. Certainly they wouldn't have left it with her evenif they had known she wasinjured.

She didn't expect anyone to speak for her. Most city guardsman had one or more influentia
friends. Ruth wouldn't dare go againgt anyone who could close down hisinn. The Guild had aready told
her not to expect help if she caused trouble.

And even if he daresto speak-for me, hell have to-fire me. Which will put meright back in the
same Stuation, only indde the city gates. Infact, it probably would take lesstime for someoneto find me
and kill me. I don't think even Need can fix thisback in afew moments.

Worst of dl, she was more done than sheld ever been in her life. Therewas no onein dl thiscity
who would bewilling to stand by her or take her in-or even offer afriendly word. Her entire "family” was
somewhere in the south-assuming that even they il flt kindly toward her, which might be assuming alot
after what she'd done.

At least if they convict me, anyone who triesto take Hellsbane is going to see alot of hoof, she
thought, between the stabs of pain from her back. | hopeit's that bastard who tried to best me. Serve
him right to get his brains bashed in by amare.

She knew she should be trying to think of away out of her trap, but she couldn't muster the
energy to think at al, much lessto plan adefense. All she could do wastry and lie as quietly as, possible,
and endure the pain of her back and bruised and swollen face.

Slow, hot tears trickled down and pooled under her cheek, as she listened to heavy footsteps
passing outside the door of her cell. It sounded like aregular patrol. She had no idea how long sheld



been in here, and the windowless cell gave no clues either. The fellow with the food and water had come
in once-which might mean aday, or only afew hours. The sound of those boots on the stone only made
her more acutely aware of her own isolation.

Faced away from the door as she was, her only warning that some of those footsteps were for
her was the rattle of the key in her lock. She tensed herself against seizure, and gasped as her back sent
rivers of fire down her legs. For amoment she couldn't think of anything but the pain.

"Guildsman Kerowyn," said a strange, masculine voice. "Please don't move.”

Please don't move? She had expected to be hauled summarily to her feet; the request came as
such asurprise that she probably couldn't have moved if sheld wanted to.

A gentle hand touched her back-awaking agony beside which the previous severa hours had
smply held common aches. She yel ped once, and passed out.

When she cameto again, most of the pain was gone, subsided to adull, but bearable, level.
Whoever had touched her back was gone, but she sensed that there was still someonein the cell with
her, by the little sounds she heard beside the door. She levered hersalf up and turned toward the sounds.
Another city guardsman stood there, ared giant of aman, agood two heads taller than anyone Kero had
ever seen before. Kero gawked up at him, atiny, idle part of her mind wondering how on earth he ever
found uniformsto fit him.

"Guildsman Kerowyn," the man said, in asurprisingly soft voice, " Severd witnesses have come
forward to testify that Guardsman Dane provoked you and you took no action in the inn. The stable boy
has come forward to testify that the Guardsman struck the first blow. Y our Guild has said that you area
sober and reliable professond with no history of trouble making Based on dl these testimonies, it has
been determined that you acted only in your own defense, athough we strongly recommend that in the
future you choose awegpon other than an unsheathed blade within the city walls." She blinked a him,
feding more than usudly stupid.

"Because he provoked thefight," the guardsman continued, " Guardsman Dane has been fined
and the proceeds used to pay for aHealer's services, which you just received.” The giant paused and
seemed to be waliting for her to say something, and finally she managed to get her mind and mouth
working enough to string a couple of words together.

"So that meanswhat?' she asked.
"Y our injuries have been treated. Y ou're being released,” he explained patiently, and stood aside.
The door behind him was wide open, and she rose shakily to her feet, to ssumble out of it.

The guardsman took her arm to help her-she had no doubt that if he wanted to, he could have
picked her up like aloaf of bread and carried her off, but he limited his aid to only what was necessary.
They stopped at the room at the end of the long, stone corridor, and he took her weapons from the
guard stationed insde and gave them to her with his own hands. As she buckled Need back on, shefdt a
hundred times better. The remaining pain vanished. That Healer had been good-but Need was better.

She was till numb with surprise, though, as the guardsman led her up the stairs to the wooden
building above thejail cells and opened the door, for her to walk out. Ruth spoke for me-and the stable
boy-and the Guild? Isthis more of Need's magic, or isit something I've done? And if it's me, what on



earth did | do to make them speak for me?
But that surprise was nothing to the one waiting for her outside the prison gates.

There was acrowd waiting there; a crowd wearing the silver and gray tabards she used to sport,
with adevice of crossed lighting-bolts on the deeve. A crowd that cheered the moment she came
stumbling out into the sunlight, squinting againgt the sudden glare.

"What?' she stuttered. "Wh-what?'

Someonetook her arm; sheturned at aflash of familiar golden hair. Shalan stood right at her
elbow, grinning likeafoal.

"Y ou sure do get yoursdlf in messes, don't you, Captain?' she said.

Severd hourslater, shefindly had aglimmer of the story, but only after putting together al the
bitsand pieces of it that had been flung a her during the long ride back to the Skybolts winter quarters.

And it took agood meal, adeep from dawn to dawn, and another good meal before she was
ready to try. She caled a half-dozen of her old friends together n the outer room of the Captain's
quarters. That, she ill had trouble with. She didn't fed like a Captain. And no matter how often
someone called her that, she kept looking over her shoulder to see who they were talking to.

She ordered hot teadl around from the orderly, fedling very unessy about doing so, even though
the one-armed twenty-year veteran who had served Lerryn seemed equally content to serve her.

"Let meseeif I've got thisstraight,” she said, asthe others nursed their mugs in hands that 1ooked
fully asthin ashers.

"When | walked, you lot kept Ardanafrom sending her hounds after me. Thenyou called a
vote?'

"It'san old law, part of the oldest part of the Code that goes right back to the Oathbreaking
ceremony,” Tresaid solemnly.

"Nobody usesit much, but nobody's ever revoked it. What it 'mountsto, isany Company that's
lost moren haf itsofficersan’ athird of the rest can call the Captaincy to vote from the ranks. Me an'
Shallan, we'd been talkin' 'bout that since you'd got hurt. Lot of the rest was thinkin' it was agood notion,
but nobody wanted t' start it." Hetook asip of histea, and smiled ruefully. "Not even me."

"But when you walked like that, an' Ardanawas gonna haul you back in chainsfor takin' your
rights, well, it made everybody mad." Shalan ran her hands through her short hair, and scratched at a
new scar. "' So since we knew everybody'd been told about vote-right, we started hollerin' for it. Next
thing you know, Ardanas out. Out of Captain, and out of the Company."

Tretook up the thread again. "' So we needed a Captain, and the only person ev'body could
agree on wasyou."

"Blessed Agnira" She covered her face with both hands. "Thisisn't something I'm reedy for-" But
who is? asked alittle voice in the back of her mind.



The Guild representative that had come with them spoke for thefirst time,

"Neither Tre nor Gynan aretrained in tactics, logistics, and supply theway you are, Kerowyn.
Their expertise stops at groups larger than a squad. And neither of them care for mages.” Whichisa
definite ligbility, she though, reluctantly. One thing this Company needs badly is a couple of competent
hedge-wizards.

"How do you know I'll be any better?' she asked, dropping her hands.
"You can't beworse," Shallan replied emphaticdly.

"Y ou've seen for yourself how vulnerable a Company isto bad leadership,” the Guildsman said
solemnly. "Wethink that judging by your past performance, you would step down rather than cause the
Company harm.”

She stared at hisimpassive face; he was cut of the same cloth asthe Arbitrators, if agreat dedl
younger.

Y ou know | would, she thought at him, asif he could hear her. These are my friends, my family.
It would be hell on earth to spend the rest of my life leading them into situations where some of them are
going to get killed ... but it would be worse watching someone well meaning but incompetent or untrained
double those deaths. And worse to ride off on my own, knowing it was going to happen.

| haven't achoice. They're my people, and my responsibility. And in that moment, she suddenly
understood Eldan, and the way he felt about his duty and his own people. His"Company" was smply
very much larger than hers. She tightened her jaw, and raised her chin alittle.

"All right," shetold them dll. "Y ou've convinced me."

Shallan let out awhoop, and the others started to congratul ate her, but she held up ahand to
foresd| them.

Let'sfirg find out if we actudly have a Company |eft.”

She turned to the Company accountant and quartermaster. " Scratcher, how bad isit?"

The man she queried did not much resemble a scholar; he was aslean and hard as any of the rest
of the Skybalts, but there was a shrewd mind behind those enigmatic eyes. He chewed the end of his
pen, studied the open book before him, and muttered to himsdlf alittle. Finally he looked up.

"With dl the losses we took in people and supplies, Captain, we're going to exhaust the bank just
replacing them. We aren't going to have enough to take us out again in the spring. We may not have
enough to last the winter."

The Guild representative tirred alittle, and Kero took the chance to read his thoughts.

We could-shoul d-extend them aloan. But | don't have the authority. She ground her teeth
slently. Take aloan that would be yearsin repayment? And what if we have abad year, or abad run of
years. What, then? She shifted her weight, and a crackle of parchment in her belt pouch made her frown.

What in-Then she remembered. Eldan's ransom. Which she couldn't get. But the Guild?



She smiled dowly, and pulled it out, leaving the letter within.

"Here," she said, handing it to the Guildsman. "Thisisfrom the Herald | pulled out of thefire. |
think you can see he's played fast and loose with the conditions. Think the Guild can do something about
thet?'

The flat-faced mercenary took the parchment from her, opened it, and hislipspursedina
soundlesswhidtle.

"All that for amere Herad? Are you certain he wasn't aprince?’

She shrugged.

"All | care about isthat right now thet little piece of paper can make usif we can redeemiit.”

The Guildsman scrutinized the writing carefully, then suddenly, unexpectedly, smiled.

"It specifiesthat the holder of the note isthe one who hasto redeem it in person,” he pointed out.
"If you signed it over to us, in return for an immediate sum minus-oh-ten percent, our representative
would be the holder."

Hell never forgiveme.

"Done," she said, reaching for Scratcher's pen. "Send it haf in supplies and wegpons. The Guild |
trug."

The rest was over quickly, leaving Kero done in the wardroom, her hand clenched around the
letter till in her otherwise empty pouch. Slowly, she drew it out.

She dstared at it for along moment, her mind tired and blank. Then, shefolded it and toreit into
precise halves, then quarters, then repeated hersalf until there was no piece larger than the nail of her little
finger.

She stared a the pile of pieces, stirring them alittle with her forefinger. A noise from outside
made her look up and through the window that gave out on the practice grounds.

Shdlan was running anew recruit againgt the archery-target, at the trot. He jounced painfully and
his arrows went everywhere except in the straw dummy. Her own buttocks ached in sympathy.

She looked down at the collection of tiny white scraps, then abruptly swept them into her hand
and cast them into thefire,

She stood up, and strode to the door. Her orderly was waiting for her with her capein his hands,
asif her thoughts had summoned him. She paused just long enough for him to flick it over her back and
sHtleit across her shoulders, before striding out onto the practice grounds.

Her practice grounds. Her recruits.

Her mouth opened, and the words came without her even having to think about them, as Shdlan
saw her and snapped to attention, the recruitsfollowing her raggedly.



"So, these are the new ones. "' She nodded, as she remembered Lerryn doing. "Very promising,
Sergeant. Carry on."

BOOK THREE
The Price of Command
Seventeen

Kero rubbed her eyes, they burned, though whether from the smoke from her dimming lantern,
or from the late hour, she didn't know and didn't redly care.

"Maps," she muttered under her bregth, theirritation in her voice plain even to her ears.

"Bloody maps. | hate maps. If | see one more tactical map or supply list, I'll throw mysdlf off a
gods-be-damned dliff. Happily."

The command tent was as hot as dl of the nine hells combined, but the dead-till air outside was
no better, and full of biting insectsto boot. At least whatever Heal er-agpprentice Hovan had put in the
lamp oil that made it smoke so badly was keeping the bugs out of the tent. Shadows danced adow
pavane againg the parchment-colored walls as the lamp flame wavered.

She stared at the minute details and tiny, claw-track notations of her terrain-map until her eyes
watered, and she still couldn't see any better plan than the one she'd aready made. She snarled at the
blueline of the stream, which obgtinatdly refused to shift its position to oblige her strategy, and dowly
draightened in her chair.

Her neck and shoulders weretight and stiff. She ran ahand through hair that was damp at the
roots from swest, and she wished sheld brought Radlir, her orderly, aong.

One-armed he might be, but he had away with muscles and alittle bit of leather-all.. ..

But he was dso old enough to be her grandfather, and the battlefield was no place for him. He
might find himsalf tempted beyond endurance to engage in one little fray-and that would be the end of
him.

Thewineflask set just within her reach looked very inviting, with water forming little crystal
beads along its sides, and the cot beyond the fol ding table beckoned aswell. She hadn't yet availed
hersdlf of either. She Stretched, as Warrl had taught her; dow, and easy, afiber a atime. A vertebrain
her neck popped, and her right shoulder-joint, and some of the strain in her neck eased.

Either I'm getting old, or the damp is getting, to me. Maybe both.

The lamp set up a puff of smoke, and she waved it away, coughing, as she reached for the wine
flask. And despite her earlier vow to throw hersdlf off acliff if she had to look at another list, she glanced
at thetaly shedt.

And smiled. She could smile, still, before the battle, before she actualy had to send anyone out
onthelines, tokill and bekilled. If only I never had to send them out to fight in anything but the kind of
bloodless contests we had last year. Then | could be entirely content.



But ayear likethe last, where al they had to do was show themsalves, was the exception rather
than the usud, and shewd| knew it.

Stll thetaly sheet wasimpressive. Not bad, if | do say so mysdlf. It had been ten years since
sheld been made Captain, and there had been no serious complaints from any Skybolt or from their
clientsor the Guild in dl that time. And from the beaten force that had come up from Segjay, tails
between their legs, she had built the foundations for a specidist-Company that now talied twice the
number Lerryn had commanded.

And in many ways, it was four Companies, not one, each with its own pair of Lieutenants. For
some reason that she could not fathom, shared command had always worked well for the Skybolts,
though no one else could ever succeed with it. Thelargest group wasthe light cavary; next camethe
horse-archers. Those two groups made up two-thirds of their forces. The remaining third was divided
equally between the scouts and the true specidids.

Those specidists included messengers, on the fastest beasts Kero's Shin'ain cousinswould sl
her; expertsin sabotage; and the non fighters-two full Healers, and their four assstants, and three mages
and their six gpprentices,

The chief of those mages, and the jewel Kero frequently gloated over, was White Winds
Master-class mage Quenten, amercurid, lean and incurably cheerful carrot-top sent as a Journeyman
sraight to the Skybolts by Kero'suncle.

Hewill tel you that he wants (gods help him), adventure, the young mage's | etter of introduction
had read.

And for amoment, Kero had hesitated, knowing that alust for "adventure" had been the deeth of
plenty of mercenary recruits, and the disenchantment of plenty more. But then she had read on. Don't
mistake me, niece. Heis as patient aseven | could want, with amind capable of deding with the tedious
aswell asthe exciting.

What he cdls"adventure,” | would cal chalenge. Thereisn't enough outside of the magics of
warfare to sharpen his skills as quickly asthey can be sharpened. So dthough we are a school of peace,
| send Quenten to you, knowing you will both be the wedlthier for the

association.

So it had proved; sheld never known her uncle to be mistaken, so she took the young man on,
and rapidly discovered what a prize she had been gifted with. He had, over the course of the years,
managed to convince Need to extend her power of protection-against-magicsto cover al of the
Company. When she asked him how he had doneit, he grinned triumphantly.

"I did something to make it look asif you were the Company and the Company wasyou," he
said, alight in hiseyesthat Kero had responded to with asmile of her own.

And if Need was aware that her magic had been tampered with, she hadn't bothered to do
anything about it.

Now the Skybolts were in the unique position of having mages whose concentrated efforts could
be directed to things other than defensive magics. No one e'se could enjoy that kind of advantage. It
made their three mages capable of doing the work of six. Only the armies of nations could afford that



many mages deployed with agroup the size of a Company. Most Companies couldn't even afford to field
more than one mage, and the Skybolts used that advantage mercilesdy.

After dl these years, Kero gtill wasn't certain of how aware the sword was of the things that went
on around her. In her first years as Captain, it had still occasionally tried to wrest control away from her,
yet she had theimpression that the blade wasn't redly "awake" when it made these periodic trials. She
sometimes thought that it reacted to her salf-assertion the way a deeping person would to anirritating
insect.

When wasthe last time it tested me? She pondered, taking along dow sip from the wine flask.
Thewater dicking the Sdes of the pewter flask cooled, the pam of her hand, and the chill liquid did
down her throat and eased the tickle in the back of it. She closed her eyes and savored it. About five
yearsago. And | know | got the feeling that it wasn't going to try again. Gods, | hope not. Not now,
anyway. Damned thing islikely to decide for the enemy!

That was because the current campaign was against her old enemies, the Karsites. And that
recollection made her smile with bitter pleasure. She had quite a debt to collect from the Karsites, and
thiswasthefirg timein ten years that she'd had a chance to do so. The Skybolts were fighting beside the
Rethwellan regular army on behdf of the male monarch of Rethwdllan, againgt the saif-styled femae
Prophet of Vkandis, and that could bring trouble from Need, if the sword noticed. Kero recalled only
too well the time the blade had refused to fight against one of the Karsite priestesses. Shedidn't relish the
ideaof it turning on her again.

"If theré'sonething | can't stand besides maps,” she muttered to hersdlf, "It'saholy war. These
religious fanatics are so damned-unprofessond.” Messy, that waswhat it was. Seems like the moment
religion entersinto a question, peopl€'s brains turn to mush. Messy wars and messy thinking. Messy
thinking causing messy wars

The Karsites had been causing trouble since long before the disaster in Menmdlith, and had
continued to do so afterward. But thiswasthefirst time that the followers of the Sunlord had ever
actually moved openly againgt Rethwellan. The so-called Prophet, claiming to be the origind Prophet,
reborn into afemale body to prove the Oneness of the deity, had managed to raise agood-sized army on
the strength of her charismaand the "miracles’ she performed. She had moved that army into the
province south of Menmdlith during the winter, while travel was hard and news moved dowly. By soring
she had taken it over and sedled it off.

The King of Rethwellan made no secret of the fact that he suspected collusion on the part of the
provincia governor.

Kero wasfairly sure, from her sources of information within the Guild, that he wasright. The
governor was an old man, aman who had suffered through a series of seriousillnesses. Kero had seen
hiskind before, and sniffed cynically as she thought about him. Odds are he'sfigured out that he'sas
morta astherest of usfor thefirst timein hislife, and he's been looking frantically for someone, anyone,
who can promise him a quick and easy route into some kind of paradise when he kicks over the traces.

She sipped again at her wine; carefully, it wouldn't do to have ahead in the morning. But wine
was the only thing that kept the dreams away.

She resolutely turned her mind away from those dreams. Not because they were unpleasant;
quite the contrary, they were too pleasant. Seductively so. The trouble was, they featured Eldan, and he
was a subject she was determined to forget.



He can't have forgiven me for sending the Guild up to collect that ransom instead of going mysdif.
Either that, or else by now he's completely forgotten me, assuming he'seven il dive.

Sheld dreamed of him often, far too often for her own comfort. The dreams had come frequently,
inthosefirst years, when she was unsure in her command, and unhappy-and lonely. Sometimesin those
night-visions they hadn't done more than talk, and shed come away with answers she desperately
needed.

But sometimes, especidly latdly, they'd done agreat ded morethan talk. Since shewas
half-convinced that her dreams were smply fantasies conjured up by her deeping mind, those dreams
were acrud reflection on her current state of isolation, and while those incorpored rollsin the hay might
be what she wanted, they didn't make waking up any easier of amorning.

Shetold hersdlf, over and over, that her salf-imposed loneliness didn't matter. Look at what she
had built in the past few yearsl Most male mercenaries never made Captain, most male Captains had not
achieved their rank until well into their late forties. That it had cost her little more than hard work,
deepless nights, and alack of amorous company was hardly something to complain about.

And she knew very well the reasons why she needed to keep hersdlf free from amorous
entanglements. Tarma had explained that aspect of command to her in intimate detail, with plenty of
examples of what not to do.

A Captain of aCompany did not take loversfrom the ranks; that was the quickest way in the
world for suspicions of favoritism to start-and that |et in factionalism and divisiveness. A Captain dways
remained the Captain, even among old friends.

The hired charms of the camp-followerswere not at al to Kero'staste-and her peers either
regarded her (rightly) as possible competition, or a best, ariva and equa power. But there was moreto
it than that, though most of Kero's peerswould have laughed (if uneasily) if sheld told them her chief
reason. It was asking for trouble to take someone into your bed with whom you might well find yourself
crossing swords one day. Y ou never know who's going to be hired to come up against you. Having
someone on the other side who had that kind of knowledge of me-in no way am | going to take that kind
of risk.

She put the flask down, and traced little patterns on the table with her wet forefinger. That'sthe
onething Tarma never warned me about, she reflected, waving away another puff of sharp-scented
smoke. She never told methat rank and holding yourself gpart makes for lonely nights. She aways had
Grandmother for friendship-and she never wanted alover thanksto that vow of hers. Gods know being
Swordsworn would be easier than overhearing some of what goes on in the tents after dark. She could
ignoreit; | try, but can't ways.

Being Captain didn't necessarily mean an empty bed, even if you didn't much care for whores.
Morethan afew of her fellow Captains went through wenches the way aram goes through aflock of
ewes. They tended to pick up country girls bedazzled by the glamour and danger, and abandon them
when their lovers got alittle too possessive.

Kero had never been ableto bring hersalf to just lure off some wide-eyed farmboy asif shewas
some kind of mate-devouring spider. And besides. more than half the men she met these days seemed
overwhemed by her.



I've been awfully circumspect, she thought, with perverse pride, looking back over the years.
There were three-no, four mingtrels. That worked. All four of them were too cocky to be intimidated by
me. The only problem was, while the Skybolts make good song-fodder, they don't offer much moreto a
rhymester. So | lost al four of them to soft jobs in noble houses. There were a couple of merchants, but
that didn't last past acouple of nights.

And there wasthat Hedler. But every time | went out he wasin knots by thetime | came back,
figuring it would be methat got carried in for him to fix-that aliance was doomed from the Sart. It's been
cold bedsfor the past two years now. Unlike Daren.

She had to smile at that, because this campaign againgt the Karsites had brought her back into
personal contact with “the boy," as she had continued to think of him.

Meeting him again had forced her to change that memory, drasticaly. Hed matured; not hisface,
which was gill boyishly handsome, if abit more weathered, but in the expression around the eyes and
mouth. Not such aboy anymore. They hadn't renewed therr affair; it would have been astupid thing to
do inthe middle of awar for one thing, and for another, while they found themselves better friends than
ever, they discovered at that first meeting that they were no longer attracted to each other.

Daren had achieved his dream of becoming the Lord Martid of his brother's standing army. One
thing about him had not changed; he still worshiped his older brother.

Kero toyed with the flask, holding its cool surface to her forehead for amoment, and wondered
if the King knew what a completely and selflessly loyal treasure he had in his sibling. She hoped so; over
the past severd years shed learned that loyalty in the high ranks was hardly something to be taken for
granted. Daren was as randy as Kero was discreet. He hopped in and out of beds as casualy as any of
the Captains she knew, and there'd even been rumors of betrotha once or twice, but nothing ever came
of it.

Weéeretoo much aike. She amiled, thinking about how even their battle plans still meshed after all
these years.

Far too much diketo ever beloversagain. Just aswell, | suppose. He just makes me fed too
ggely towant him.

"Captain?' Her aide-de-~camp stuck his head just insde the flap of the tent. " Shallan and Geyr
to seeyou.”

Gods. | forgot | sent for them. Must be the heat. She stifled ayawn.

"Good; send them in." She made certain two specid bits of cloth were at hand, and fished one
particular map out of the pile and smoothed it out on the table.

"Captain?' Shdlan said doubtfully.
"Comeonin,” shereplied eadly. "No formality."

Her old friend-whom Kero wanted to make Lieutenant of the specidist corps-dipped insde,
followed by the man Kero intended to make Shallan's co-commander.

A year ago Shallan had logt Relli to achance, arrow, and for awhile Kero was afraid they were



going to lose the surviving partner to melancholy or madness. But given the responsbility of command of
asquad, Shallan had made aremarkable recovery. She and Geyr had never actualy worked together;
Kero had ashrewd notion they'd do fine, not the least because they were both she'chorne.

They looked like total opposites; Shdlan still agolden blonde as ageless asthe mysterious
Hawkbrothers, and Geyr, anative of someland so far to the south Kero had never even heard of it
before hetold her his story, atrue black man from hishair to hisfedt.

The two of them stood alittle awkwardly in front of her table. She stayed seated; even though
shehad said "no formdlity," she intended to keep that much distance between them. They werefriends,
yes-but they had to be Captain and underling first, even now.

"How's Bel?" Shdlan asked immediately. The scout-lieutenant had been taken victim, not by
wounds, but by the killer that fighters feared more than battle-fever.

That same fever had aready struck down one of the co-commanders of the horse-archers.

"I had to send him back, like Dende," Kero replied regretfully. "The Hedersthink hell beall
right, but only if we get him up into the mountainswhereit's cool and dry. That'swhy | wanted you here.
| want to buck Losh over to command the horse-archers, and put you two in charge of the specialists.”

Shdlan's mouth fell open; Geyr looked asif he thought he hadn't rightly understood what sheld
said. He scratched his curly head, as Shallan took a deep breath. She waited for them to recover; Shalan
managed firs.

"But-but-"

"You've earned it, both of you," she said. "I've been shorthanded with the horse-archers, and
that's really where Losh belongs. The troops know you, and you've both been handling squads up until
now with no, complaints. | think you'l do fine."

"What about the dogs?' Geyr asked dowly, thewhites of his eyes shining starkly againgt his dark
in.

"Do | keep on running the dogs?'

"Damn bet you do," Kero told him. "The only difference this command will makein that, isthat
now you and | will be the only ones deciding when to run them, and when it's too dangerous. | know you
and Losh didn't dways agree on that.”

Geyr grinned, showing the gold patternsinlaid in hisfront teeth. "Khdail rede he, Ishuna," he
replied, in the tongue that he done knew. "Blessings follow and luck precede you, liege-lady. | and mine
thank you."

"Yourewelcome," she said, with alittle weary amusement. She had yet to get Geyr to
understand the difference between Mercenary's Oath and swearing fedlty.

Maybein hisland there were no differences. She turned to Shallan.

"What have you to say, Lieutenant?'



"|-" Shallan swalowed hard and tried again, her eyes dilated wide in the lamplight.

"Thank you, Captain. | accept. " She glanced out of the corner of her eye at Geyr, and Kero saw
her face grow thoughtful, her expression speculative.

"Thisisn't an accident, isit?' she stated, rather than asked.

"Y ou picked us both because we're she'chorne, and well be able to work together without sex
getting intoiit.”

Kero chuckled.

"One reason out of many, yes," she admitted. "And by seeing that, | think | can safely say you're
gtarting to think like an officer. Good." Sherolled up the map in front of her, and passed it acrossthe
table to them. Shdlan took it. "Thisistheinitia battleline for tomorrow. | want you two to study it, and
come back to meif you have any changes you'd like to make. Otherwise, that isal | have to say to you
for now."

She picked up the two Lieutenant's badges that had been hidden under the pile of papersat the
sde of the table. Both her new officerstook them gravely, saluted her with clean precision, and took
themselves out. The tent flapped closed behind them, letting in a breeze that was alittle fresher, but no
cooler.

It's going to be impossible to deep tonight without some help. Kero sighed, reached once more
for the wineflask, and downed the rest of the contentsin asingle gulp. Better risk abit of aheadache
than no deep.

She peded hersdlf out of her clothing before the wine could fuddle her, and left the uniformina
heap for her aideto pick up, faling onto the cot as aflush of lightheadedness overtook her.

Maybeit'sagood thing | don't have alover, she thought muzzily as she allowed deep to take
her. Between baitle plansand supply lists, I'd never see him unless he disguised himsdlf asa
gods-be-damned map.

"What are you trying to do, work yoursdlf into an early grave?' Eldan crossed hisarmsover his
chest and glared at her. "Or are you planning on drinking yoursdlf therefirst?" Kero matched him, glare
for glare, anger and shame burning her cheeks. She knew very wel sheld been hitting thewineflask a
little too hard, and she didn't like being reminded of the fact.

"l don't drink that much. Just enough to put me out for the night. And you ought to be thanking
me for working this hard-it's the enemies of your precious Vademar I'm up againgt thistime." Insgde she
was quaking, acold fear clutching a her heart. She'd had her wine. She shouldn't be having this dream.
Drinking had always kept the dreams away before.”

"Oh, you're up againgt one faction of Karse, dl right. One minor faction of Karse-and meanwhile
the real power in Karse, isfreeto- "

"What? Free to what? Nobody's made a move in Karse since the Prophet started her power
play. So what's the big problem here?" She turned her back on him, and spoke to the vague, gray mist
that ways surrounded them in her dreams, hoping he wouldn't see how her shoulders were shaking. She
wasn't sure of anything. She was terrified he'd touch her-and she wanted him to touch her, so badly, so



very badly... "Y ou know what | think?" she said before he could form areply.

" think the big problem isthat I'm fighting for money. That-just sticksin your throat, doesn't it?
And it sticksin your throat that I'm good at it, that | could probably teach your people atrick or two,
thet-"

A hand touched her shoulder, and the words froze in her throat.

"Kero- " he said, humbly. "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have-1 worry about you. Y ou do work too
hard."

"I don't have much of achoice,”" she reminded him tartly, without turning around. She was afraid
if shedid, she would never be able to stay under contral.

"There are people depending on me-and you know what's redly bothering you. It'sthat | do this
for money.”

Eldan stepped dowly and soundlessly around her, so that he was looking into her eyes. She
averted hers, looking down at her feet. Thisisonly adream, she kept telling hersdlf. It doesn't mean

anything.

"That does bother me," he said earnedtly. "I think it'swrong. There are other things you could be
fighting for. Y ou could be killed, and is money worth dying for? Honor- " That word again. That stupid,
suicidal word. It made her cheeks flame, thistime with unmingled anger.

"Honor won't put food on my troopers table, or pay in their pockets,”" she snapped. "Honor
won't pay for much of anything. It'sall very well to prate about honor, when you're on afirst-name bass
with a Queen, but my people rely on meto see that they get the meansto livel™

"But-" he began.

"More stupid wars have been fought over honor than | careto think about, " she continued
inexorably, raisng her eyesjust enough to stare angrily at the middle of his chest. "Seemsto me that
honor isaword that gets used to cover alot of other things. Thingslike greed and ambition, hatred, and
bigotry. It's honorable to attack someone who doesn't believe in the same things you do. It's honorable to
fight someone over astrip of land you covet. It's honorable-" Shelooked up at his uncomprehending
face, and threw her handsup intheair. "I don't know why | bother! At least I'm honest about my killing.
| doit for money. | try to pick the side that was attacked, not the attackers. Most of the rest of the world
wages war to support one lie or another-"

"Not here, " he said, softly. "Not us."

She would have rather he argued with her. She would much rather held shouted. Instead, this
hurt expression-thelook in his eyes-pleading with her to believe him.

"l only know whét I've seen, " she said gruffly. "And what I've seen says that most of what
people call 'honor' is no more than self-deception. Maybe you people in Vademar are different.”

"Weare, " hesad. "Please, Kero, you know me-you know what I'm like. Y ou've been insde my
mind-"



"Right, " sheinterrupted hadtily.

"All right, you are different. Maybe dl you Herdds are. That doesn't make what | do any less
vdid. Therest of theworld isn't likeyou. And if there are going to be people out there making war on
other people, don't you think it's agood ideafor some of those peopleto at least follow a code of ethics?
Not 'honor," but something you can pin down and be sure of, something with the same rulesfor
everybody. That'swhat we're doing. And if we do it for money, so beit. At least someoneisdoing it at
al." Shelooked back up to see hewas smiling, ruefully.

"You haveapoint," hesaid, with asigh. "Kero, that wasn't why | came here." Before she knew
what she was doing, she had responded to that smile, to theinvitation in his eyes, and waslocked in a
mutua embracewith him.

Part of her wasin terror. Thiswasreal-too redl. Eldan'sarmsfdt too solid; his body too warm
againg hers. I'm going crazy, | must be! Being aone But the rest of her welcomed his embrace, the
warmth of hislipson her forehead. The only intimate human touch she had. Even if it wasn't redl.

"I didn't want to argue with you," hesaid in her ear. "I am worried about you. Y ou'retrying to do
too much. Y ou take to much on yoursaf And you bottle up your own fedlings, never let anything out.
Y ou're going to destroy yourself thisway-you can't be everything to everyone.”

"| thought you said you didn't come here to argue with me," she heard herself saying. "Keep that
up and you'l start another one."

"Oh, Kero," he shook his head, and shelooked up into his eyes. "Kero, what am | going to do
with you?'

"Y ou might try-" He stopped the words with akiss, akiss that led to more kisses, and then to
something more intimate than mere kisses-Hands warm on skin, illusory clothing vanishing asthey
touched each other in wonder and pleasure and joy.

"Blessed Agniral"

Kero woke up with astart, and the moment she was actualy awake, she began to shake with
terror.

The wine hadn't worked. The dreams were back, more vivid than ever, and the wine hadn't
helped. This one-it had been real. Too redl, too close to home. Part of her had wanted it, that was the
worgt thing; part of her had welcomed not only the dream, but the fantasy lovemaking.

She flung off the light blanket, and sat up on the edge of the cot, shaking. I'm going mad. I'm truly
going mad. It'sal been too much for me.

Easy to believe she was going mad. Easier than to believe that she had created the dream
because she missed Eldan, and wanted him so much. Before she redlized it, tears began to burn her eyes,
and her throat closed. She buried her face in her hands.

It wasn't amistake. It never could have worked. We-Oh, gods. Oh, Eldan-Seizing the flask of
water that stood beside her bed, she drank it dry, hoping to drown the tears. Instead, they only fell faster,
and she was helplessto stop them.



As helpless as she was to stop the loneliness that was the price of command. She seized her
tunic, groped for her cloak, and went out into the cool night, hoping to pace away the doubts, the fears,
and mogt of al, the memories.

This place had been pretty, before warfare had scarred the land; low, rolling hills covered in
grass, tree lines that marked stream beds and river bottoms. Now the grass was trampled, and dust rose
above the scuffling armies like smoke. Sun burned down onto the battlefield like Vkandis own curse.
Kero stood beside her old friend, magnificent in his scarlet cloak of the Lord Martia, and squinted into
the distance. Beside her, Geyr stood as impassively as a black stone statue. She could not imagine how
he was able to stand there and look so cool and unmoved.

Maybe he doesn't fed the heat. Maybe thisisn't that bad to him. If that's so, | don't think | ever
want to vist hishomeand.

Up until now, the Prophet had held severa groups of infantry in reserve. It looked asif those last
groups on the Prophet's side had finally joined the battle.

"Thisisit," Daren said quietly, confirming her observation. "The Prophet just committed herself
entirdly. And so have . If we don't win thisone-"

"Youll losethe war, the province, and ahell of alot of face," Kero finished for him, wiping her
swesty face with arag she kept tucked into her belt. "But that won't be the worst of it. If you lose, shelll
have a power base, and you'll haveto fight her every time you turn around, or you'll lose the country to
her afurlong a atime.

She scowled, though not at him, but rather at the thought.
Beside them, ahandsome-and very young-noble assigned as Daren's aide |ooked puzzled.
"Why isthat, m'lord?" he asked. "Won't she be content with what sheswon?"

Daren snorted, and wiped his own face with arag no cleaner or fancier than Kero's. "Not too
damned likdly. if we don't eliminate her now, it'll provethat her god redly ison her side, and well be
fighting religiousfanatics dl over Rethwellan. Thiskind of 'holy war' islike gangrene-if you don't get rid of
it, it poisons the whole body. If we can't burnit out, it'l kill usal.”

The young aide gave Kero asideways glance, asif asking her to confirm what Daren had said.
Sheld dready discovered that she had aformidable reputation among Daren's highborn young fire-eaters,
she was using that reputation to reinforce his authority. There could only be one Commander of al the
forces, just asthere could only be one Captain of a Company.

"Y ou're dead right about that, my lord," she said, answering the boy's glance without spesking to
himdirectly. " | can't think of anything worse than fighting areligious fanetic, especialy onethat's sure he's
going to somekind of paradiseif hediesfor hisgod. That kind'l charge your lines, run right up your
blade, and kill himsdlf in order to take your head off."

She peered through the sun, the heat-haze, and the dust, and cursed again under her bresath,
resolutely shaking off the weariness that was the legacy of her deepless night. It was pretty obviousthat
both armies had stalemated each other. Her people were out of it, for now; they'd done what they could
early thismorning, and now they were behind the lines, taking what rest they could, and awaiting further



orders. And with only ahandful of dead and twice that wounded. New recruits, mostly, and no one
redly knew well. Gods passtheir souls.

For once, she wasn't having to prove herself and her Company to anyone. Daren had made her
pretty well autonomous, he trusted her judgment and her battle sense. He knew she had twice the actua
combat experience he or any of hiscommanders had. He knew that if she saw an opening where the
Skybolts could do some good, she'd send them. That was more trust than Kero had gotten from any
other Commander, and she wondered if he treated al mercenary Captains like that, or only her, because
he knew her.

Right now, the action was all afoot, and hand-to-hand, and there was no place for amounted
force to go-except for the heavy cavary, who kept trying to plow through the enemy lines without getting
trapped behind them.

A glitter of sun-reflection caught her eye and she grimaced at the shrine of Vkandis anchoring the
ft flank.

The damn thing isthe rdlying point for the entireline, she thought angrily. Every timethoseidiots
haul it forward a couple of paces, thewhole left flank followsit.

It was pulled on clumsy rollers by nearly ahundred of the most manic of the Prophet's followers.
Every day now they'd added captured booty and ornamentation to it, making it more impressive, more
elaborate, and doubtless making it heavier aswell. The latest trick had been to gild the roof; that was
what had caught her eye, the shine of sun on gold-leaf. She wondered how many poor peasants had
been starved to pay for the ornamentation.

Another blur of motion caught her eye, and one more familiar-the yellow-gray stresk that marked
the passage of one of Geyr's messenger-dogs behind the lines. The poor beasts looked like nothing more
than bags of bones, but they moved like lightning incarnate. Geyr had brought them with him when hed
joined; Kero gathered that in his country, men raced the pups the way the folk of the north raced horses.
He had the notion that they could be used as messengers, but only Kero had been willing to teke a
chance on hisidea. They were amazingly intelligent for their Sze; once they knew that a particular human
carried agorn full of lumps of suet or balls of butter on his belt, they had that person's name and scent
locked in memory for al time, and anyone could put amessagein their collars and tell them to find that
person, and they would. No matter what stood in their way. The scrawny little beastswould literaly race
through fire for abit of fat. Geyr had once said, laughingly, that if you buttered a brick, they'd et it.

Thelittle dog evaded people and horses with equal ease, then stopped dead for amoment.
Before Kero had achance to ask Geyr what was wrong with it, the beast was off again, thistime
streaking in their direction, so low to the ground that his chest must be scraping the earth.

"Meant for me, which meansyou, Captain," Geyr muttered, asthe dog dove fearlesdy among the
hooves of the Skybolts horses and out the other side of the picket lines. She recognized it now by the
scarlet collar-it was the one they'd sent with Shallan's scouts.

It flung itself through the air, landing in Geyr'swaiting arms; panting, but not with exhaustion. This
punishing heat was no more bother to Geyr's dogs than to Geyr himsdlf.

The black Lieutenant gave thelittle animal his reward, and passed the message cylinder from its
collar to Kero.



She opened it, and scanned the short scrawl with asinking heart. Shalan had seen something
important, and had dutifully reported it. And Daren would most certainly see the way to bresk the
deadlock that Shallan's observation opened up. She knew how he thought, and it wasthe only logical
course of action-only now it was no longer counters on a sand-table they put at risk, it was her men'sand
women'slives. But something had to be done, or they'd risk more Karsite intervention before they had
neutralized the Prophet.

Even it meant her peoplewould die.
And if by some chance he doesn't seeit, | haveto point it out to him. Gods have mercy.

Her throat closed. She passed him the note without comment; his brows creased as he puzzled
out Shallan's crabbed and hdf-literate printing. Then helooked up into her eyes.

"She saysthere'saway to get to the shrine, coming up the bed of the stream.” Kero nodded, and
cleared her throat discreetly. They know what they're getting paid to do.

"But if you sent foot, they'd see you coming in time and reinforce the lines there."

"But if | sent horse-archerswith fire-arrows, they'd move too quickly for the Prophet's
commanders to see what we were up to and maneuver foot into place. And if the shrine goes, the whole

amy will panic.”
Kero closed her eyesfor amoment to think. There might yet be away to spare her people.

"Wevetried thisbefore," she reminded him. " Getting the shrine was one of thefirst thingswe
thought of, and we couldn't even touchit.”

"But not using the horse-archers,”" he retorted.

"Wedidn't have aclear shot at it with the archers before; we tried for it using magic. It's shielded
againgt magic, but I'd be willing to bet it isn't shielded againgt plain old fire-arrows. It wasn't shielded
againg that balista shot that took off a corner of theroof. If it can be hit, it can be burned.”

Dear gods, theresno hopefor it. Either they goin, impossible odds and all, or we lose. Her
stomach knotted, and her throat ached with sorrow for the daughter to come. Bad enough to send her
people into an ordinary battle, where the odds were in their favor because of their strike-and-run tactics.
But this-She swallowed, stared off into the distance, and tried to think of them as markers on atable.
Running the tactic straight-sheld lose about half of those that went in.

But she had the only force that could get in, get the job done, and get out. It'sa suicide mission!
haf of her cried in agony. It's necessary, said the other hdf, coldly, logically.

Shetook a deep breath, lowered her eyes, and looked straight back into Daren's. And saw that
he didn't like the odds any better than she did. He hated the cost of this as much as she. She saw the
same pain shefdt in the back of hiseyes, and it steadied her.

"All right," shesaid. "Give metimeto set thisup, right to requisition what | might need from your
guartermaster, then get us an escort in and out. Leave therest to us. Geyr, on me."

She turned on her hed, and walked off without another word. How can | even up the odds?



There hasto be away. The black man whistled to his dog and followed after her, as she strode down
toward the picket line, and the rows of horses drowsing in the sun, obliviousto the battle beyond.

"Get me Quenten,” she cdled as she reached the lines and lounging fighters jumped to their feet.
She scanned them, looking for the bright white of Lieutenants badges.

She spotted one, and providentidly, it was exactly the person she needed most.
"Losh," she ordered, not dacking her pace in the least, as she kept straight on through the lines.
"Get the horse-archersto the Hedlers tent. Therest of you, at ease.”

A third of the Skybolts went back to their scraps of shade, veterans enough to know and follow
the maxim that afighter rests whenever he can. Therest |eft their beastsin the care of friendsand
followed after her to the Heders tent.

Quenten turned up just as she got there, popping out of the Healers tent so suddenly he seemed
to gppear out of the air, like one of hisillusions. And seeing that started an ideain the back of her mind.

Shel€ft it there to Smmer awhile, as she gathered her troops around her, and explained the
mission. The horse-archers sat or stood, each according to his nature, but al with one thing in common;
absolute attention and complete silence.

AsKero drew arough map in the dust and laid out the plan, she couldn't help but notice how
appallingly young the gathered faces were. One and al, they were veterans, yes, without a doubt-but
none was over the age of twenty-five. Most were under twenty. Y oung enough to believein their own
immortality and invulnerability. Too young to really understand what bad odds mean, or redlly careif they
do know. Each and every one of them thinks he can beat the odds and the omens, however unfavorable.

Shefdt sickened; asif she was somehow betraying them. As she completed her explanation, the
glimmering of an ideaburgt into full flower, and she turned to Quenten.

"You'rein on this because | want you to do something to make them harder to hit-maybe make
them harder to see,” shetold him.

"They're dready going to be moving targets; | want you to make it so hard for the enemy to look
at them that he hasnothingtoam a."

He scratched his peding nose thoughtfully; like most redheads, he sunburned at the merest hint of
summer.

That was probably why he had been in the Heders tent; either sensibly avoiding injury or getting
his burns seen to.

"l can't make wegpons bounce off 'em, Captain,” he replied uneasily. "I think | know what you're
thinking of, and I'm not as good as your grandmother was, | haven't got the power to pull that spell that
makes 'em look like they're alittle off wherethey redly are. And | surés hell can't make 'eminvisible”

"That wasn't what | had in mind," she said, impatient with hersdf for not knowing how to explain
clearly what she did want.



"Y ou're damned good at illusion. Theresalot of sun out there today-hell firesthe way it comes
off that shrine roof, you get spotsin front of your eyestrying to look at it. What about if | get red shiny
armor issued for everybody-can you do something to make it brighter?' Quenten brightened immediately.

"Now that | can do!" he enthused. "I can double the light reflecting off of it, at least-maybetriple
it

"Good man." She dapped him lightly on the back, and he grinned like aboy.

"Y ou work onthat while | seewhat | can do about armor. " In the end, she scrounged shiny
breastplates and helmets from Daren's stores for al of her horse-archers, and Geyr had the clever notion
of fixing mirrorsto the top of every nose-guard and the nose-band of every bridle.

Quenten worked amiraclein the short time she gave him; not only did he concoct the spell,
creating it literdly from nothing but the light-gathering cantrip mages used when working in adimly-lit
area, but he managed to cast it so that the Skybolts themsalves were immuneto its effects.

"That'sthe best | cando,” he sad, findly. Kero watched the effect on some of Daren's troopers,
they winced, and squinted, and eventualy had to ook away.

She nodded; it wasn't full protection, but it would tilt the odds farther in their favor.

Now dl they have to worry about are the arrows shot at them unaimed. And hope none of the
Prophets officers get the bright idea of just |etting fly en masse.

"Quenten, you've outstripped what your training says you should be ableto do, " shetold him
honestly, and gratefully, mopping her neck with her rag.

"Y ou've managed a brand new spdll in lessthan a candle mark. | think my uncle would salute you
himsdf."

Quenten glowed, and not just from his sunburn. Kero turned to one of the junior mages, agrave,
colorless girl whose name she could never remember.

Jana That'sit.
"Jang, istheway gill open to the shrine?'

Jana's eyes got the unfocused look she wore when she was using her powersto seeat a
distance.

"Yes'" shesad, inavoiceasflat and colorless asthe rest of her. "Asopen asit'sever going to
mll

Kero looked over Jana's head at the rest of the horse-archers. "The plan is smple enough. Y ou
with thefire-arrows, ridein the middle. The rest of you try to keep them covered and yoursalves dive.
Get in, and get out. We're not in thisfor glory or revenge, so don't take stupid chances. Got that?"

The fighters grunted, or nodded, or otherwise showed their assent. At least the foolhardy were
weeded out early, she thought, watching them mount up with an aching heart and an impassive face. If
they wanted out of thislife, they could get out.



She saluted them as they wheeled their mounts and took off a agalop. Losh wasleading themin
afent toward the center of theleft flank. Only at the last moment would they turn and rush up the
watercourse. By then they would be out of unaided sight, and she would not have to watch them fall and
die

They'd do thisif | wasn't Captain, shetold hersdlf for the hundredth time. Thisiswhat they're
good at; itstheir choice. And if | didn't lead them, someone else would. Someone with less care for them,
maybe, or lessimagination.

And asdways, as she waited for the survivorsto return, the words comforted her not at all.
Eighteen

Daren finished the last of his dispatches, and dumped at the folding desk in histent, very glad that
he'd brought an aide who knew massage. Right now, he wastorn equally between atired dation and a
sense of degp and guilty loss.

When the horse-archers had moved in, the shrine went up in aglorious gout of flames, just ashe
and Kerowyn had planned. And exactly as he and Kero had known it would, the Prophet'sline
collapsed in apanic. The only thing they had not predicted was how total the rout would be. But now
that he thought about it, the reaction only made sense-V kandis Sunlord was agod of the sun-hence,
fire-and when his own shrine went up in flames, it must have seemed to the Prophet's followers that the
god himsdlf had turned againgt them.

After that it had been so easy to defeat them that an army of raw recruits could have handled the
job. Theworst casualties were from men who had gotten between the fleeing Karsites and the Eastern
border.

Hed heard that Kerowyn's people got in and out with about a twenty-five percent loss, which
was excdllent for such arisky undertaking.

Excellent-except that these aren't just numbers we're talking about, or the counters we used to
plan strategy with. Those numbers represented people. Kero's people.

Fightersthat she's recruited and trained with, and promised to lead intelligently. He stared at the
papers on his desk without reglly seeing them, knowing how she must be fedling. It wasn't quite so bad
for him, now that hewas Lord Martid of the entire army. He didn't, couldn't know every manin his
forcestheway Kero knew every fighter in hers. But he remembered very well how it had felt to lose
even one man, back when his commands were smdler.

He stood abruptly. I'll go see her. It helped meto have old Lord Vaul to unburden myself on.
Maybe | can do the samefor her. I'm supposed to seeif she'swilling to come, talk to my brother,
anyway. And | can bring her horse archers a bonus at the same time; gods know they've earned it. My
coffersare plump enough, | can afford it.

"Binn!" he said, not quite shouting, but loud enough for his orderly to hear. The grizzled veteran of
adozen tiny wars did out of the shadows at the back of the tent, coming from behind the screen that kept
hisdeeping area private.

The man saluted smartly.



"Sir," he said, and waited for orders. They were not long in coming.

"Saddle my palfrey and get me-hmm-two gold per head for those horse-archers Captain
Kerowyn sentin.”

The orderly nodded, and saluted again.
"Sir, generd funds, or your private coffer?’

"Private, Binn. Thisis between me and the Captain. If my brother decides on an extra bonus,
that'll be a Crown decision.”

"Sir. Begging the Lord Martid's pardon, but-they deserveit. Don't generally see mercs with that
kind of guts." The man's face remained expressionless, but Daren fancied he caught agleam of admiration
inhiseyes. That initself wasahit of asurprise. Binn seldom unbent enough to praise anyone, and never a
mercenary, not to Daren's recollection.

No pardon needed. Asit happens, | agree with you.

He straightened his papers, and locked them away in the desk, asthe orderly moved off briskly
to seeto hisorders.

He mounted up and rode off asthe first torcheswere lit dong the rows of tents. He had left his
scarlet cloak back in the tent, so there was nothing to distinguish him from any other mounted officer, and
the men paid him no particular heed as they went about their business.

The dead had been collected and burned; the wounded were treated and would either live or die.
The survivors tended to themselves, now-either celebrating or mourning.

Mostly celebrating; even those who mourned could be coaxed into forgetting their lossesfor an
hour or two over the strong distilled wine he had ordered distributed.

They'd have wicked heads in the morning, those who were foolish enough to overindulge, but
that was dl right. If their heads ached enough, it would distract them from the aches of wounds, bruises,
and hearts.

He passed over theinvisible dividing line between the camp of the army and that of the
mercenaries, and was, as ever, impressed by the discipline that ill held there, victory or no. Kero's
people still had sentries posted, and he was chalenged three times before he reached the camp itself. The
Skybolts had lanternsinstead of torches, an innovation he noted and made up his mind to copy.

Torcheswere usdlessin arainstorm-lanterns could be used regardless of the westher. And
lanterns, once s, didn't need the kind of watching torches did. It was just the kind of detail that set the
Skybolts gpart from the average mercenary Company.

By the time he reached the actua bounds of the camp itsdf, word of his coming and who he was
had somehow, in that mysterious way known only to soldiers, preceded him. Since hewas not in
"uniform,” hewas hailed only as"m'lord Daren"-but it was obvious from the covert looks a hisbulging
saddlebag and the grins of satisfaction (or envy, from those who were not archers), that these men knew
of his penchant for delivering bonuses, and knew who those bonuses were due.



He asked after Kerowyn, and was directed to the command tent. All about him were the sounds
of the same kind of celebration as back in his own camp, but more subdued, and there were fewer
bonfires, and nothing like some of the wildness held left back there.

He dismounted at Kero's tent and handed the reins of his horse to one of the two sentries posted
there, taking the saddlebag with him. When he pushed back the flap, and looked inside, Kero was bent
over afolding tableidentical to hisown, going over lists. The lantern beside her seemed unusualy smoky,
and the pungent odor it emitted made him sneeze. She looked up, smiled wanly, and nodded at astool
beside the table before going back to her task. Her eyes were dark-rimmed, and red; her cheekbones
Sarkly prominent.

Dear gods, shelookslike hell. Worse than | expected. He got agood look at those lists before
he sat down; lists of names, and he had afedling that they were the lists of the dead. He had aways | ft
that task till last, and he didn't think she'd be any different.

She was writing little notations after each name; most looked like other names, which made him
think she was probably noting who inherited the dead fighter's possessions.

Before avery few of those names, she made alittle mark. Those must be the ones with relatives,
the ones she hasto write the letter for. He craned his neck alittle, shamelesdy curious. That wasthe
sngletask he had hated the most. Still did hate, Snce he still had to write lettersfor the families of his
officers, from Lieutenant upward.

There don't seem to be alot of those. He grimaced alittle. Dear gods. What a sad life they must
lead, that so many of them live and die with no one to mourn their loss except their fellows. Kero sighed,
and reached for ascrap of cloth to clean her pen.

"Well, that'sdone," she said, tossing her long blonde braid over her shoulder. "All but the letters.
Damn." For amoment she was silent, chewing absently on the end of her pen, and he couldn't help but
notice that her nails had been chewed down to nothing. "At least most of my people don't have anyone
outside of the Company, and adamned good thing, too."

Daren couldn't help himsdlf; he was so surprised to bear her voice an opinion so exactly opposite
histhat he blurted out thefirst thing that cameinto hismind.

"Good?" he exclamed. "Y ou say that's good? Demonfire, Kero, how can you say something like
thet?'

He could have bitten histongue, and waited in the next ingtant for her to sngp some kind of angry
reply. When she didn't, when she only gave him araised eyebrow e oquent with unspoken irony, he was
just as amazed as he had been by her initid bald statement. She's changed, he thought numbly. She's
redlly changed, in deep ways, that don't show, maybe that's what's wrong. She fedls things even more
now-But there seemed to be a degper trouble there; something more persond.

"If you're going to make your living by sdling your sword,” she pointed out dryly, pointing her
pen a him like one of hisold tutors used to, "it's a pretty stupid ideato burden yourself with alot of
dependents who don't-or won't-understand that you're basically gambling with your life, betting on the
oddsthat you won't bekilled."

"But- he started to object.



"No 'buts," my friend," she sad emphaticaly.

"My people, by the time they've seen one whole season, know exactly what they're getting into.
Totell you thetruth, it'syour people | fed sorry for. Y ou have dl these farm boys and merchant sons,
minor nobles and conscripts swept up off the sireets-all of them burdened with parents and sibs, friends
and lovers. And when they become just another target, how do you explain to those people that their
precious, immorta child is embracing the Shadow-L over, hmm?"

He hung his head, unable to answer, because he'd never been able to find away that convinced
even himsdlf. War isawaste. It'smy job to keep it from wasting aslittle as possible.

"At least my people and their people know what they're getting into,” she said, her voice going
dull with weariness-and perhaps with emotion that she refused to display. "And if it so happensthat they
find someone who makes them think again about laying their life on the line for nothing but cash, they tend
to get out before it ever comesto the letter. Y our people don't have that luxury. They'reinit until you let
them go, or they're dead.”

He squirmed on his stool; her words had cut much too close to the bone.

Trust Kero not to be palite about it. And maybe she'sright. If were going to have fighting,
maybe the only oneswho should do it are the oneswilling to fight for pay. | don't know. Right now I'm
just glad it's over for us. He quickly changed the subject. And it'sagood thing | have a new subject right
here with me. He dropped the saddlebag on the table, and Kero smiled knowingly at the chink it made as
itfel.

"Bonusfor the archers?' she asked, and at hisnod, picked it up and dropped it into alittle chest
beside her table.

"I'll hand it out in the morning, and | hope you'll accept my thanks for them. That kind of
gppreciation meansalot to us.”

He nodded, embarrassed to be equating the kind of bravery that last charge had taken with the
sum of two paltry gold pieces. Then again-that'stheir job, isn't it?

Thelaborer isworth the hire.

"Where are you going now?" he asked. "Wefinished thisalot faster than I'd thought we would;
it'sbardy past Midsummer. Have you got another job lined up?'

She shook her head, which surprised him alittle. "Well go Sraight to winter quarters,” she said.
"Remember, you hired us before Verna Equinox because the Prophet had stolen amarch on you inthe
winter; it's been plenty long enough for us. We don't need to take another job this season, and we haven't
needed to take winter jobs since the second year | was Captain. Ending early in the season will giveusa
head start on training the green recruits, schooling new horses, healing up-" She noted his surprise, and
chuckled.

"That's right-Tarma never taught you al thet, did she? Winter quartersiswhat makes agood
Company stronger. When we can winter up, we get achance to learn without killing anybody, we get a
chance to get everything Hedled right. Theré's another Sde of it, too; wintering is where we become well
akind of family, if that doesn't sound too impossible to you. And since the Skybolts don't need to take



the extrajobs anymore, I'll be damned if | cheat them out of that rest time.”

Shefixed himwith asharp glance, alook that told him that if he'd been considering offering them
hire for the winter, held better change his mind.

But since that wasn't what held had on hismind at al, he smiled right back at her, and her
expression softened and relaxed.

"Isthere any reason why you can't leave them for amonth or two?" he asked, innocently.

"Well, no," shereplied, obvioudy wondering why he would ask that particular question. She
waited for areply, but he smply smiled at her, until she said, impatiently, " All right! Why do you want to
know that?"

"Because my brother wants to meet you, and this seemslike agood time." He grinned at her
blank stare, and continued.

"Tarmatrained thelot of us, remember? But shetrained usalittle differently than the way she
trained you-she knew you were going to end up a hire sword so she gave you things she never gave us.
My brother wantsto pick your brain.”

"Onwhat?" she asked, with ahint of suspicion.

"Nothing you wouldn't bewilling to tell us,”" Daren assured her.

"He wantsto know about al the bonded Companies doing business, for one thing; thingsthe
Guild won't tdll us, like who can't work with whom, what weaknesses each Captain has. Y ou're the best,
Kero-everybody says so. We want to know why. We want to know if it's something we can copy. We
know you'll be honest with us. And well makeit worth your while-"

"I don't take bribes," shereplied harshly. ™Y ouwon't get meto tell you Guild secrets.”

"We don't care about Guild secrets, and it'snot abribe," he said quickly.

"Just abonusfor the information. Free run through the Roya armory, your choice, whatever you
can carry away in three wagon-loads with two-horse teams. Weve got alot of good horse-gear in
storage, because we don't have alot of mounted fighters. Besides, | want to catch up on what's
happened to you the last fifteen years.”

She gtarted to answer, then gave him a careful, measuring look, and hesitated.

"Daren," shesaid dowly, and alittle sadly, "I hopethisisn't atry at reviving the old romance.
That's dead, lad, and there's no mage with aspell strong enough to resurrect it.”

He stared at her for amoment, at the expression on her face that reminded him irresistibly of
someone Sitting on atack, then relieved her by bursting into honest laughter.

"Romance?" he squeaked, unable to get his breath. "Romance? With the Fire-Mare hersdf? The
woman who thinks a seductive garment is one that doesn't have armor plating on it? With the Captain my
own people look to before they trust my strategy ?*



Kero stiffened-then, as he continued to howl, began to unbend alittle. "Wdll-"

"Kero, you're a handsome woman, but gods help me | don't fancy sharing my bed-space with
you and that-" He pointed, and she turned to see that her sword was lying across her cot with the hilt
resting on her pillow asif it were a person. She stared for amoment, then started laughing, too. That set
him off again, and after amoment, both of them were so convulsed that they had tears running down their
faces.

He recovered enough to wipe his eyes, and handed her the goblet of watered wine on her table
so that she could take adrink and get hersalf under control.

"Goddess, Kero-I never thought you saw me as that much of aromantic!” He chuckled again,
and stole the goblet from her for asip. "No, | promise you-I like you, but you're the last woman I'd want
to have aliaison with. Y ou're too damned-outrageous.”

Shetook another sip, and made aface at him. "l did warn you, dl those years ago. Still, I've
learned afew things since then. | can be alady for acouple of monthsif-"

"Oh, no," heinterrupted her. "I want you to be yourself; in fact, the wilder, the better. My
brother'slooking forward to it. He wants you to shake up his Court alittle. He says they could do with
some shaking up.”

She threw her head back and laughed whole-heartedly. "All right, then, I'll take you up on this. I'll
be there before the end of summer, as soon as| get things arranged so | can leave. Thismay work out
redly wdl, actualy; the cousins bring horses up every summer, and | dways missthem. Thistime | wont.
| was afraid that when the second batch came up in thefadl, my people would till bein thefied.”

"Perfect,” he replied happily. "Just send word ahead, so we can give you the proper reception.”
She covered ayawn, then, but not before he caught it.
"You'retired," hesaid, risng. "I'll et you get some deep.”

"I'd be polite, but I'm too exhausted,” she admitted, as he opened the tent flap. " And-thanks for
everything."

"Y ou're welcome, Captain," he said, hesitated a moment more. She still looked-haunted. And he
didn't think it had anything to do with thislast bettle.

"Kero," he said as he held open the tent flap, "1-I don't know how to ask thisdiscreetly, so I'll be
blunt. Isthere something wrong? Something | can help you with? Something persona ?"

She stared at him for amoment, her eyes shadow-laden, and looked asif she was about to say
something. But then aclot of her troopers passed by the tent, talking in the dightly-too-loud voices of
those who are just drunk enough to be convinced that they're sober. She jumped, and smiled, with akind
of false brightness.

"Nothing that afew days of rest and afew nights of solid deep won't cure," she said, and waved
him away. "Thanksfor the concern; | wish dl my employerswere that interested in my well-being.”

That wasadismissa if ever he heard one. He shrugged and grinned, as he let the entrance flap



fal. Hemounted his horse, ill being held by the patient sentry, and turned the palfrey's nose back
toward his own camp.

It'sfunny. We have become so different in the little things-which is where we used to agree. But
in the important things, where we didn't agree before, now we think exactly the same-responsihility,
caring about your people-making sure they get treated right-holding to a persona code-it's amazing.
We're more dike than ever. And | suspect she figured that out within haf a candle mark after we met

again.

The Skybolts camp had settled; he heard singing, softly, over by one of the fires, and the murmur
of conversation somewhere nearby, but there was nothing like the riotous celebrating till going on ahead
of him.

She'sredly changed in other ways, too. She seems completely comfortable and stable-even
happy-being entirely done. Even if she does push hersdf too hard, trying to be everywhere and
everything a once. And | still fed like there's someone out there, somewhere, another person who could
be my complement and partner.

And that'swhat | want, now. | don't want a"lady,” | don't want someone to show off for. | want
awoman who will back me when | need backing, fight at my side, and take me down anotch when |
need that, and who wants me to do the same for her. A red partner.

Helet the pafrey amble on at his own pace, saluting the sentry who stood beside the entrance to
his own camp. | don't know where on the face of this earth I'm going to find someone like that, though.
It'd take amiracle. Then he chuckled. But at least | know one thing. If she exists, whoever sheis, she
isn't Kero!

The sunlight that had been such punishment on the battlefield now poured over Bolthaven like
golden syrup, balm instead of bane. Kero stood at the open window of her office, and smiled. Five years
ago, when sheld ordered the new watchtower built onto the barracks, she'd had a new office and her
own quartersincorporated into the plans. The old office Lerryn had used was over in the warehouse
building-not abad place for it, except when you had to get to it on winter mornings when no one sane
went out of doors. This office had the triple advantages of convenience, proximity to the barracks, and
the best view outside of the platform above her. Any day that the weather was decent, she flung open the
shuttersto al four windows, and enjoyed an unobstructed panoramaof her little domain.

Beyond the gates, the town of Bolthaven spread out in the sun like a prosperous, basking cat
adeep atop the fortress-crowned plateau. Beyond the town, acres of tended fields alternating with fenced
pasture stretched eastward, and acres of grassand dotted with white patches of grazing sheep went
westward. Here on the southwestern border of Rethwellan, so close to the Pelagir Hills, no farmers
eitled land without having protection nearby.

Thetown itself was lessthan ten years old, and she would never had anticipated its birth or
growth when she'd returned to the winter quarters as the Skybolts new Captain. Besides the ransom, the
single thing that had most contributed to the salvation of the Skyboltsthefirst year of her Captaincy had
been her own relatives. And not her brother, either-her Shin'din cousins, who'd heard, by some
mysterious means, of her need. They had brought their entire herd of sale-horses up through the Pelagiris
Forest to the winter quartersthat fall, camped at the gate, and informed her that they had told the world
that she was having a Shin'din horse-fair.



That, in other words, they'd just made her their agent.

They settled back and let her do dl the bargaining for them. When the dust had settled and the
last of the purchases had been escorted off, she found herself in possession of enough coin to bring the
Company back up to full strength and equipage, the sum representing haf of the difference between what
the cousins would have gotten at their regular venue at Kataishin'ain and what she'd won for them, this
far north.

Then, asif that wasn't enough, they'd brought out the horses they'd saved for her Company, the
replacement mounts her people couldn't afford.

By the next year, when they appeared again, asmal army of merchants had begun the town of
Bolthaven. By thethird year it was ared town, supporting farmerswho sold their produce to thefort,
and shepherds providing mest for their tables and wool for anew contingent from the craft guilds. And
now the Bolthaven Horse Fair wasthe talk of Rethwellan, attracting far more than just horse
merchants-and more horse-traders than just her cousins.

By thefifth year, Bolthaven was so prosperous that whole families of craftsmen werein
residence. That was the sign of areally good bonded Company; that ordinary people were willing to
come settle beside their winter quarters. A town like Hawksnest or Bolthaven meant that the troops were
reliable, steady, and stable even when idle, the Captain could be relied upon to keep order, and that
there was money to be had.

So Kero amiled at the town, and at the brightly-colored tents springing up at the edge of the town
like so many odd-colored mushrooms. Her cousins had arrived on schedule, and had been surprised and
delighted to see her Company back so soon.

Eldan had -she resol utely shoved the false memory away, along with the memory of hissitting in
this very window with moonlight shining down on him insteed of sunlight .

Rest. That'swhat | need. And distraction. The cousins can take care of that. As soon asthey get
things settled, well have achanceto talk, she thought. | need to replace Hellsbane soon. Kero's current
mount was actudly the second "Hellsbane' sheld ridden; following Tarmas example, shed smply kept
the same name for the new mount; it was less confusing for her and her horse. She's too good not to send
back to breed, and there should be amare from Number One'sfoaling ready for me by now.

I'm glad they have the training of her. | don't have timeto school my own horses anymore.

That thought sent her to the east window, looking down on the arenas and the stables, where she
checked up on the current batch of new recruits.

Shewasjudt intimeto seearangy gelding with alot of Plains pony in him blunder into abarre a
full gallop.

He managed to pull himsalf up, but the, impact sent hisrider somersaulting over hisleft shoulder
as he sumbled.

Kero caught her breath-even the best rider can take abad fall-but the recruit kept right on
ralling, in aperfectly controlled tumble, and jumped to hisfedt.



She let out the breath she'd been holding. The gelding didn't bolt; he stayed obediently where
held stopped; the rider planted hands on hips and read him adescription of his parentage that didn't once
mention ponies.

Kero chuckled, asthe gelding lowered ears, then head, in a gesture of submission and
conciliation; horses were generaly not the brightest of beasts, but this one was evidently smart enough to
figure out he'd done something wrong.

The recruit finished hisrecitation, limped up to hishorse's sde, and remounted. He called
something to one of the other recruits, backing the gelding up and evidently checking his action for sgns
of injury, beforefinishing the rest of the course. The Skybolts smply did not accept recruitsthat couldn't
ride well-which saved them a great ded of trouble when starry-eyed shepherds daughters and plowboys
showed up at the gate. They generdly took onelook at what the recruits were doing, blanched, and went
back to their sheep, their plows or to another Company-unless, of course, it so happened that besides
tending sheep, they were superb riders.

Most recruits brought at least one mount with them, but their beasts generally weren't up to
Skybolt standards.

The gelding just completing the course was an exception. He was tough, strong, and smart, and
he would probably be accepted, but for those with beasts that weren't, there was asmple solution.

Every Skybolt, without exception, received a Shin'‘din-bred saddle-beast, hand-picked by the
cousins. That included the recruits. But Shin'din-bred horses were not cheap-they amounted to half a
year's pay for arecruit.

That meant that for thefirst Sx months arecruit wasin the Skybolts, he only got haf shares-and
onceinthefied and getting beattle-pay, got only three-fourths of it for the remaining six months. Every
would-be recruit knew this before he or she signed on-which tended to weed Out the ones who thought
being with the Skybolts meant glamour and easy money. Already this year, four would-be fighters had
choked on theideathat they weren't going to get full pay and goneto find a Company with less exacting
Standards.

Kero noted with gpproval that the fellow who'd been spilled also had a Shin'ain remount on the
gde. Assoon as his gelding had completed the course, he switched to the other horse, leading the gelding
down to thefarrier's end of the stables to be checked over. From what she could see of him, she thought
he might be from Ruvan-which meant the gelding might be a Shin'din crosswith aPlains pony. That was
agood out crossing, excellent for working the herds of half-wild cattle down there. And from the way the
rider held himself, he might be one of those mounted herdsman. Which meant he could use abow.

If he can shoot aswell as he can ride, and use asword with the care he takes with his beasts,
helll do. He obvioudy had not objected to paying what seemed to the untutored to be an outlandish
amount for a horse when he dready had agood one.

In point of fact, every veteran had two horses, and often took an entire string on campaign.
Veterans knew there was never a problem with paying for remounts not when there were bonusesto be
had, like the bonus Daren had paid the horse-archers, and the cash from permissible looting There was a
lot of looting when the Prophet went down, she thought suddenly. Some of it good stuff, from the
Prophet and her priests, and from that shrine. | had the stuff | knew about checked, but the troops may
have traded with Daren's people, and who knows what they got. Besides, religious magic isn't dways
like secular magic. 1'd better tell everybody to bring their booty in before trading it, and I'll have Quenten



and the shaman check trade-goods for curses.

Intensive training and the very best mounts and equipment were what made the Skyboltsin
demand. Horse-units were expensive to maintain; most standing armies didn't bother. That meant that
there was dways work for them-and very little competition.

Twoblades had taken the long view, and Kero continued his philosophy; given the accessto
excdlent horses, it was worth the time, mounts, and training it took to keep the Skybolts corner on their
little piece of the war market.

Not everyone could manage that long view-even the Sunhawks had gone back to being a
Company of foot after Idias death, with only the scouts and other specidists going mounted.

That sent Kero back to the north window, and she strained her eyes to estimate the number of
horses the cousins had brought up with them thisyear. They were out in temporary corrals, tento an
enclosure, sorted asto age and sex. She grinned alittle; thiswas going to be avery profitable Fair.
They'd told her that they had managed to talk Lihairden into making Kero their outside agent, pointing
out their high profits, and the security of trading here in Bolthaven. Here, under Kero's eye, not only
would they need only enough Clansmen to see the horses safdly to the Fair, if anyone so much as cheated
them of a copper, the Skybolts would descend as a group to enforce the fair-trade laws. And Kero
always, dways sent asquad back with them, to see them safdly to the Plains with their trade-goods and
ther profits.

She moved automeatically to the west window-that many horses needed alot of fodder.... But the
hay and grain wagonswere rolling in, too, right on schedule-not like last year, when they'd been late, and
every recruit in the fortress had taken his turn out mowing grassfor the hungry horses.

| don't think theré's asingle Clansman that redlly enjoysthe conventiond horse-fairs. They worry
about security for their horses when they arrive, they're constantly on guard and frequently harassed on
the way there. And none of them have ever forgotten what happened to Tal€sedrin. They'reat a
disadvantage in bargaining, and there's no one out here willing to protect their interests. Except, of
course, me.

The hay wagons stopped at avery specia checkpoint before they were ever et insde the
grounds of the Fair, an ingpection point manned by more recruits. Each wagon was inspected from the
ground up-and the recruits themsalves had been very carefully ingtructed and frightened to within aninch
of their livesby Geyr.

Quitean impressvelittletak he gave them.

"If any of you let anything past that either harms the horses or breeches our security, I'll hamstring
you mysdf. " And him standing there dapping agdding-knifeinto hisglove, over and over.

And thisyear, Geyr had anew twist on the ingpections, aset of enormous madtiffsastal asa
child'sfirst pony. Geyr claimed they had noses keen enough to track the West Wind. He'd acquired them
on the march home last year, but had been looking for something like them ever snce aload of poisoned
grain killed two horses on campaign.

He wanted to use them as additional camp-guards and on scouting runs. Kero was a bit doubtful
of thelatter, she couldn't see how Geyr would keep them from barking, for one thing-but she had agreed
to try them out as wagon inspectors. Their sense of smell was certainly as good as Geyr claimed, and



they could be trained to recognize any scent and aert their handler to it. And their sheer Size had the
wagoners asterrified of them asthe recruits were of Geyr.

| suppose now the other Companies are going to start calling us "the dog-and-pony show," she
thought with asigh. | could keep those little messengers out of sight, but I'm never going to be ableto
hide those mongters.

On the other hand, Warrl had been damned useful to the Sunhawks. What these mastiffs lacked
inintelligence, they might make up for in strength, sze and numbers.

| wonder where he got them. She still suspected they were from the Pelagirs. He had spent quite
ahit of timein the company of Kraheera, the cousin that just happened to be an apprentice shaman.
What the shaman didn't know about the Pelagirs, the Hawkbrothers did, and the Hawkbrothers and
shaman were probably talking more than most people guessed.

We were coming up through Ruvan, aong the Pelagiris Forest; we met up with acouple of the
cousins on the way, after | left word of our route with one of the Outriders.

| remember that he and Kratheera vanished about the same time, telling me held get back to the
fort on his own-then in he comes, just before the first snow, with the bitch and her half-grown litter of
fourteen. That kind of fertility dl by itsdlf is suspicious, and smacks of the Pelagirs.

The Shin'din didn't use dogs much, except for herding sheep and goats-but the Hawkbrothers
might well have been able to produce something like Geyr's dogs on very short notice.

She watched them checking out the wagons, one on each side, and it did not escape her notice
that they performed their duty with abrisk efficiency that reminded her of her own veterans. Certainly
there was an odd look of intelligencein their eyes-unlike Geyr's little messenger-dogs, who had brains
that would shame a bird, or at least acted likeit. They knew three things only-eat, run, and be petted.

| tried Mindtouch, but-all | got wasimages, not the kind of real speech | got from Warrl or
Eldan's Companion.

Damn. Thinking of the Companion adways made her think of Eldan-and she'd had another dream
last night.

She caught hersdf caressing the smooth fabric of her deeve at the mere thought, and clenched
her fist. Damn him. Y ou'd think after ten years| could forget the man.

Maybe Kraheera could suggest something to make the dreams stop. Though she'd haveto tell
him why she wanted them to stop. And that could be-embarrassing.

Her Shin'din cousins had much the same dry sense of humor as Tarma, but they occasondly got
abit odd even for Kero, and the Shin'ain notion of what was funny didn't aways match hers.

It was amazing how fast the Clan had grown, once the children that had el ected to take Clan
membership were of an ageto clamit. They'd had as many young adults join them asthey could provide
tentsfor. Part of it had to be the glamour, the mystique of the "Clan that could not di€'’-certainly orphans
and "extra" children had flocked to the Tal€'sedrin banner once it wasraised again.

But part of it, no doubt, had to do with my cousins sheer good looks. They're al damned



attractive, and with Grandmother's green eyes and Grandfather's blond hair, they must have been as
exotic and fascinating to the Shin'ain suitors asthe Shin'din areto us.

None of them had lacked for potentia partners, and in the end, al but one had taken up multiple
marriages. Like queen bees with entourages, or stagswith harems.

No, | don't think I'll tell Kralheera about the dreams of Eldan. HEIl only give meahard time
about it, and ask mewhy | didn't just knock the man in the head and carry him off with me like a sack of
loot. Besides, he's young enough to be my own child; | just can't confess something like that to a person
who lookslike he'swaiting for meto tell him astory. Gods, they make mefed ancient.

Though sill smdll, the Ta€sedrin Clan was asthriving as any on the Plains, boagting no lessthan
three shamans, aHedler, and even aKd'enedral. The last was Swordsworn by choice, rather than
because of the kind of circumstances that forced Tarmato her vow. Kero liked him the best of al of
them. He never turned her away when she asked for lessons, and his sense of humor was alittle less
mordant than therest of her cousins.

Her thought of them might have summoned them; they made no noise on the stairswith their soft
boots, but she heard their distinctive chatter echoing up the shaft of the staircase long before she saw
them.

"Heyla, cousin!" Istren, one of the two horse-trainers along this year and the only one of the three
who was actudly related to her by blood, sprang into the room asif he were taking it by ssorm. Hewas
followed at amore sedate pace by the other trainer, Sadassan, and shaman-in-training, Kraheera.
Where Istren boasted the dusky-gold skin of his Shin'din father, and hisfather's black hair, his mother's
gartling green eyesflashed a Kero with excitement.

"Second cousin, to be precise,” Sadassan said mildly, her Shin'din blue eyes astranquil asa
cloudless sky. "And both a Captain of the Company and your elder. A little more respect, youngling.”

Istren ignored her; when anormally reserved Shin'ain became excited, it was pretty hard to get
them calmed down.

"Have you heard, Cousin Kero? Have you seen? What do you know about these North men,
these Vademar men?’

For one startled moment, Kero thought he was talking about her dream and Eldan, and her
tongue seemed glued to the roof of her mouth. But Kralheera solved her dilemmafor her, by snorting,
"What, do you think sheisamage, like our uncle? She can't possibly know anything these Vademar men
haveonly just arrived.”

She shook herself out of her pardysis. "What Vademar men?' she asked.

"We have heard, heard only, that there are men from the North cometo buy al that we will sl
them," Sadassan said, with afine precision of speech.

"We wish you to come and look at these men. Y ou can speak their tongue and say the things that
will call the thoughts that we wish to read to the surface of their mindslikelittle fish to crumbs on the
stream. Kraheera can then judge of their thoughts. And, perhaps, you aso, for you had converse with
one of their kind before, not s0?"



"l did," shesaid, dowly. "Theman that | knew, if heisagood representative of his people, wasa
good and honest man, and one who would treat your je'sutho'edrin as children of his own heart and
hearth. But he was only one man.”

"Exactly so," Sadassan replied. "Will you come with us, cousn?'

"I think | had better,” Kero replied, catching up her weapons-belt from the back of her chair, and
buckling it on.

"Theré's asaying among the mercs, you know. When the wind blows folk out of Vademar,
prepare for heavy westher. They tend not to stray too far from their borders.” Whatever brought them
here, it'sgoing to affect usal, she thought, with a shiver of premonition. And the sooner prepared we
are, the better off welll be.

Nineteen

"Captain!" One of the recruits came pelting up to her and skidded to ahat. Hewas all out of
breath, but that didn't stop him from sauting crisply.

"Message, Captain!" he gasped, as atrickle of swesat ran down his cheek.

Hemust befirst year, he hasn't learned to pace himself yet. She nodded, he gasped it out, trying
not to seem asif he waswinded. Definitely new; second year on, they'd get their breath before reciting a

message.

"People a the North Gate, Captain. From Vademar. Official papersin order, Scratcher says.
Want to see you. Shdlan sent 'em to the guest house. Saysto tell you that makin' em go to theinn didn't
seem right, even if theinn wasn't dready full.”

"Good. Thank you. Is Shdlan till with them?
The youngster shook his head. "Put Laker on them; he knows Vademaran pretty well."

She nodded. | dways thought Shallan had good sense. If they have anything to say, Laker will
overhear it.

"Fine, tel Laker I'll be there shortly, and that he should go ahead and tdll these people that. Tell
him to use trade tongue; no use letting them know we're multi-lingua. Have you seen them?”

He shook his head. Pity. Oh, well.

"Go run that messageto Laker," she said. "Then go on up to the North Gate and let Shallan
know whereI'll be."

The young man saluted again, turned, and ran off like arabbit. Kero envied him his energy, but
not the way he was going to fed in amoment after running that much in this heet. I'd give alot to know if
these are Herdds or not in advance of seeing them. She turned her steps toward the guest houseinside
the fortresswalls, followed slently by the three Shin'ain.

"Have any of you seen these people?’ she asked. "Can you tel me what they're wearing?'



"They are not Herads, cousin," Sadassan said, surprising her with her easy use of theterminiits
correct context. "Not even Heralds in disguise. Such aonewould not be able to conced his nature from
Kraheera, even without his Companion to betray him for what he was. Had aHerad ridden into this
place, Kraheerawould know without seeing him with the outer eyes.”

"Oh, redly?’ That was newsto her.

Kraheerahad the graceto blush. "It isonly what | was born with," he said disparagingly. "Itisno
gredt virtue, or ability earned by study.”

"It may not be avirtue, but it's nothing to be discounted, either,” shereplied. Thank you for once
again pulling an egg out of your ear, cousin. Or rather, Kraheeras ear.

"So what do they look like? Do you know?" I stren spoke up as they turned the corner of the
barracks and came into view of the guest house.

"I had heard they were dl in dark blue and silver, sober, like akind of Ka'enedra. That there are
two with much slver who spesk with authority, two with alittle who spesk only to thefirst, and four with
nonewho spesk not at al." Dark blue and silver. That would be the Roya Army. What in the gods
names are Roya Vademaran Guards doing down here?

"Just on that alone, I'd say you were safeto sl to them,” she said, asin the distance, the noise of
thefair carried over thewalls.

"But | think we ought to check them out, anyway. If there's something going on up north that
sends them down here, we had al better know about it.

Kraheeranodded. "It is said that war respects no One's boundaries that are not guarded, and |
can think of nothing that would bring those secret folk to us except war."

Pot calling kettle black-a Shin'ain calling someone e se secretive. She hid her amusement, asthey
reached the door of the guest house, and the sentry (posted there any time there were guests) saluted her
and opened it for them.

The guest house included asmall common room, and there they found the first four of their
vigtors, seated at the table there. Somehow they had managed the seating so that no one had his back to
the door. All four were sitting with military stiffnessthat they couldn't seem to drop, even over four
flagonsof chilled de.

They rose dowly to ther feet, looking from her to the Shin'alin and back with uncertainty;
obvioudy, since she had no uniform or insggniathey'd recognize, they had no ideawho or what she was
nor how to treat her. And the Shin'din, in their brightly embroidered vests and trappings of barbaric
splendor had them severdly puzzled.

She ended their suspense, though not after astruggle with temptation.

"I'm Captain Kerowyn," she said in their own tongue, and accepted their belated attention and
sduteswith anod.

"These are my Shin'din cousins,; | am the agent for their horses. What can we do for you?”



She watched them work that through-amercenary Captain, who knew their language, related to
the purportedly unfriendly Shin'din, who was aso acting as amerchant-agent for those same unfriendly
Shin'din, who were standing beside her with undisguised curiosity egting them aive. That was at least two
outright contradictions and three real surprises.

"We're here on behdf of Queen Selenay,” said the one with the most silver braid on hisdeeves, a
man about a decade older than the other three, and "military” from histeeth to histoenails. "We need
cavary mounts, good ones, horses we can depend on with very little training; while we normally wouldn't
seek thisfar for them word has come asfar as Vademar of thisfair. Everyone knows about the quality of
the beasts the Shin'din breed, and it ssemed more than worth our time to come here. While we ordinarily
might not trust that these horses for sle were full Shin'ain-bloods, the H-our information isthat you are
very honest and that the fair and the beasts are what rumor claims them. Our query with the Mercenary
Guild supported that."

She hadn't missed his dip-he'd been about to say "the Herdds," or even "the Herdd Eldan." She
trandated quickly for her cousins, trying to ignore thelittle thrill of eation that Eldan at least till thought
well enough of her to call her "honest and fair.”

"Ask them how many they want," Sadassan said, coming straight to the point.
"Asmany asyou have," one of the younger Guards said eagerly, when she repeated the question.

"We saw them as we were coming in-the mounts your people were training with. Wonderful!
WEell take everything!"

The older man looked at him oddly, but didn't contradict or reprimand him for speaking out of
turn.

So that's the one who holds the purse strings. The older oneisin nominal command, but thisis
the important one. Hmm. Noble, younger son would be my guess. the other two are probably breeders
or trainers, brought adong as consultants. Right, now | know who's what.

She explained her observationsto her cousins, then turned back to the visitors.

"Thisiswherel put on my merchant hat," she said, "Only it'san odd sort of merchant hat,
because | am not going to urge you to buy everything with legsin sight. First of dl, only about haf the
horses here are Shin'din-blood, and of those, not al of them are going to be suitable for cavary mounts.
Y es, they've dl been broken and given some training that involves fighting, but it may not be what you
want. The Shin'din fed very strongly about their beasts, the name they cal them means'younger sbs.” If
they think you're going to put one horseto atask for which it isn't suited, they won't sdll you any.”
Purse-holder opened and shut his mouth twice, without saying anything. The One In Charge blinked, asif
he was so surprised by her response that he wasn't certain held heard it right.

"And in any event, these are light beasts, good for skirmishers, horse-archers and light cavalry.
S0, has Vademar ever run any troops like that before so that you know what to look for?* She waited
for aresponse; the One In Charge gave it.

"Not in the standing army, no," he admitted. "Some of the nobles on the Border have private
troops like that; no one else. That's why we came here for the mounts.”

She nodded, and trandated. Kraheera put in his own discoveries.



"I have been watching their minds, cousin. The one who speaks out of turn isawedthy man of
highborn, who breeds the Ashkevron hunters and heavy horses. The ones who do not spesk aretrainers
of skirmishers. The one who speaks much isawar leader It is as he has said-and these are fightersthey
wish now to have. He has hot told you why. Thereisto be fighting upon their eastern border, and soon,
hethinks. Very, very seriousfighting.”

Kero nodded; there had been rumors about conflict building between Vademar and Hardorn,
but since Karse was between Hardorn and any potentia client, and Vademar never hired mercenaries,
she hadn't paild much attention to the rumors.

Thismight involve more for usthan just sdling horses. If Hardorn is starting amgjor war and
wins, they'll be on Rethwellan's border, and that meanswe get involved.

Another thought occurred to her. Just because Vademar hasn't hired mercsin the pagt, that
doesn't mean they won't Sart.

"Troopslike that aren't trained in aday," shewarned. "It took usten yearsto get wherewe are.
Most standing armies don't bother-but if you're sure of the need-?"

Purse-holder nodded, and he wasn't entirely happy about the need being there, either.

"Wedl, if you'l trust my judgment on what beastswill suit you," shetold him, "1 think we can come
to the bargaining table."

Purse-holder tapped One In Charge on the shoulder, and they spent amoment in huddled
conference. One In Charge finally turned back toward her and nodded.

"Isthisdl right with you?' she asked her cousins.

They looked at each other, then Sadassan shrugged. "We had rather our younger-sibs did not go
towar, but if they go to handsthat will care for them, they are as safe asmay bein thisworld. Itiswell."

"All right, gentlemen," she said, waving to the cousinsto precede her. "If you'll follow me, we can
expedite thistransaction as quickly as even you might want.”

Sadassan weighed thefirst of three heavy pouchesin her hand as she held the other two in the
crook of one arm. She amiled, watching asthe last of the VValdemaran horse-handlers urged astraggler to
catch up with the rest of the herd and out past the corrals. Kero coughed at the dust they raised, and
quirked her eyebrow at the Shin'din trainer.

"Well, they certainly paid enough. Areyou content, cousin?'

"More than content,” Sadassan said with certainty. "Kraheera has kept watch on their minds.
Their ruler isagood one; this, their Queen, has sold some of her wed giftsto give to these men, that they
might purchase best mountsthey could find. Shethinksfirst of her people, their lands, and their beasts,
and only then of hersdf.”

"That'swhat I'd heard from El-from aHerald | knew, " Kero said, hastily avoiding Eldan's name.
"I didn't know whether to believeit or not, frankly. Y ou know, if al monarchstook care of their people



that way, there might be fewer wars."

"Perhaps." Sadassan put the pouch with the others, cradled like ababy. "Perhaps. We, we do
not place much store in Kings and thelike. Y ou have agood onein this year-who isto say that the one
that follows him will be as good?'

"Nothing, unlessyou have asystem like the Rethwellans have, with the sword that choosesthe
King." She shrugged. "And then, of course, you could lose the sword, or someone enchantsit, or putsin
asubstitute. Besides, if there were fewer wars, 1'd be out of work. So, what do you plan to do now?
Y ou've sold most of your string dl a once.”

Sadassan glanced toward the temporary corrals. "It has been agood three years," she observed.
"Our mares bred widdly, and many foaded twins. And thefirst of the young ones are coming upon the
market-we had afear to glut it and bring prices down.”

Kero laughed to hear the Shin'din-reputed to be the most ruthlessfightersin the world-talking
like amerchant. "Which was one reason, no doubt, why Lihairden sent their string with ours.”

Kero raised her eyebrow alittle higher.
"Sowheat did Y ou havein mind?'

"Find them in Anduras Fair in kathaand send them here. It isnot so far from here, aweek's
ride, and they were going out behind us. Some Clans drew lots to send their beasts abroad beyond
Katashin'ain, and that was one of the places. They wereto wait for us and your armed escort before
returning to the Plains”

The last time that the Shin'din had gone to Anduras Fair was when Taesedrin had been
ambushed on the way home, and only Tarmaleft asa survivor. Kero clamped her teeth on her first
reaction; that the fear of glut must have been very great to send horses again to a place so ill-omened.

"As| sad, they set out after us, and Andurasis not so great a distance that we cannot coax the
buyers hereto wait, | think." Sadassan smiled dyly, and Kero chuckled.

"And in return for that coaxing, you will, of course, get a percentage of their profits.” She shook
her head.

Sadassan spread her handswide. "Vauefor value, and reward for the deserving-that is how the
Clans have dways been, cousin. And lest you hold up to methat first fair, and the horses we brought
you-let me point out that you are Clan by blood, and we only delivered to you your own share that had
been undamed.”

Kero shrugged. "1 won't argue with you, if that's the way you seeit-but look, will you trust me
and mine with your earningsin return? Y ou're going to lose time going down and back and the best is
going to be gone by the time you return; if you'll leave your needs and your coin with Scratcher, | think he
can get everything you want at the price you want."

Sadassan thought the idea over with her head tilted to the Side, then nodded. "He provisions
your people; doubtless he hasthe skill and the contacts. Done, then, and that isakingly offer.”

| think they're going to get a pleasant surprise, Kero thought, leading Sadassan back to the



accounting office and Scratcher's domain. They're good-but he's better!
He hasn't lost abargaining session oncethat | ever heard of!

With that settled, the Shin'ain saw no reason to linger; they |eft ther tents, but gathered up their
bel ongings and headed south with a speed and efficiency that Kero could only envy. She saw them off,
then made her rounds of town and fortress. Only to discover that everything was running perfectly
smoothly. By nightfall she had inspected every aspect of fair and training and provisioning, and concluded
that she might aswell not even bethere.

She sat down on her bed, pulled off her boots, and looked out of her window as a cool breeze
dtirred her hair. The fortress was quiet-the recruits and veterans alike were kept too busy by training and
thefair to car rouse much in the barracks after the sun went down. Besides, why carry on a home, when
there were both the old familiar haunts of the town and the new amusements of the fair to tempt you out
of the gates each night?

Lights burned out beyond the walls and the sounds of music and voices drifted toward the
barracks on the breeze; both the town and the fair kept late hours. She found herself wondering where
on the road those VVa demar men were tonight. They had been in such ahurry that they hadn't even
looked at thefair.

And that made her think, think ahead. Tarmahad taught her to think in terms of the greater
picture aswell as her own little part of it. Y ou never knew when something happening hundreds of
leagues away would affect you. If | were a Queen looking to strengthen my forces, what would | do?
Assuming that | have astupid prejudice againgt hiring mercs.

For amoment, as she stared out at the lights of the fair, and the colored shapes of the tentslit up
from within, like fire-flowers, she thought she heard Eldan's voice, faint and far off, protesting, "That's not
far!"

She ignored that imagined voice. Y ou're not real, and you aren't here, and anyway, you aren't
interested in me anymore, she thought sternly, to exorcise the persistent ghost.

There were no more outbursts from her overheated imagination.

Wedll, asfar as she, astrategist, was concerned, it was a stupid prejudice. Merc Companies had,
more than once, won wars. People who refused to hire them had, more than once, lost those wars.

The young and idedligtic fight for medas and honor, she thought cynicaly. The experienced and
worldly-wisefight for money. Y ou see alot more retired mercs than old farmers with achest full of
medas. That was, after dl, the goal of asuccessful merc; to livelong enough and collect enough to retire,
usudly on onésown land.

Many mercs came out of multi child families without a chance for land of their own, and thiswas
their only way to earnit.

But that was adigression. If Kero were this Queen, what would she do?
Conscript those private troops the Guardsman talked about. Get them equipped with the best.

Whilethey'rein place, sart caling up volunteers, and if you can't get enough volunteers, Sart
conscription. Rush those troops through training. And start calling in any debtsmy alies owe me.



She had amenta map of everything asfar north as the mountains above Vademar, and asfar
south as the Bitter Sea; west to the Pelagirs and the Plains, east to the High Kingdom of Brendan. And
the only alies she could think of that VVademar might possibly havein this conflict would be Iftel and
Rethwellan.

Iftel would belogical, but-dear gods, they are strange there. The Shin'ain Warrior doesn't
intervene half as often asthe Wind Lords. | can't see Iftel mixing up in thisunlessthey're threastened.
Which leaves Rethwdlan.

Now, Karseis between Rethwellan and Hardorn, but they might be able to persuade King
Faramenthathat Hardorn could threaten Rethwel lan if they overran southern Vademar.

Which meansthe next logica step will befor the Queen to send an envoy to the Rethwellan
Court. Thefair redly interested her very little, these days.

Most of her entertainment came from acting as her cousins agent. She used to help train the new
recruits, but that was back in the days when they were shorthanded.

There were others that were better trainers, and she knew when to get the hell out of the way.
Badcdly, dl shedid in winter quarters, was keep hersdlf in training, study strategy, keep the books
draight, get familiar with the strengths and wesknesses of the recruits, study the politica Situation with an
eyeto offersin the spring, and carve her little gemstones. Of dl of them, Scratcher could keep the books
by himsdlf, the new recruits wouldn't be showing anything distinct for another couple of months, the
gemstones could wait-and the rest could be done el sawhere.

Furthermore, right now, living here at the Fortress was-painful. She kept looking for faces that
wouldn't be here anymore. It happened every year, certainly, and it took her acouple of monthsto get
over it-but they'd never made it homethis early before, and she kept seeing the backs of head that
looked familiar-until the owner turned, and it was anew recruit. It would be ardlief to get away until the
pain faded with time, the pain that dways came when she sent someone out who didn't come back again.

It will bearelief to deep in astrange bed. Maybe the dreams won't find me there.

And yet, part of her wanted them so badly-No.

Before she redlized it, she'd made up her mind to leave.

And that trip to Rethwellan seemed a bit more important than it had before.

Lord Baron Dudlyn had plainly just begun hisdiatribe.

Daren jabbed his hedl into the sde of his hunter, making the gelding jump and dancein surprise,
and giving him an excuse to concentrate on the horse.

Becauseif hedidn't, hewas going to laugh in Lord Baron Dudlyn'sface. The hunt's hardly
started, and aready he's complaining. Too bad we're at awalk. | wish the dogs would scent something
besidesrabbits; once we take off, helll be left behind.



The old man moved hisfat old pafrey out of theway of the gelding's path, and actually shook his
finger up a Daren.

"I tell you, | don't know what this Court iscoming to!" he shouted queruloudly. "It'sadisgrace, |
tell you. Y our brother isKing of thisland, and he can't go accepting barbarian mercenaries that are no
better than bandits as equals to members of his Court and ambassadors from other realms! That
mercenary female, that so-called Captain, is making amockery of al of usl | haven't seen sucha
disgraceful display since that wild Shin'din female showed up, back in your blessed father's day-"

Daren decided to end the lecture by dancing his gelding out of the Lord Baron's vocal range. Not
that the Lord Baron didn't try to increase hisvolume. But aged lung can only produce so much wind.

He grinned as he spurred his gelding to catch up with the front of the hunting party. His brother
was up there, asthe King had to be, which had left Daren to be polite to the old dotards, show-offs, and
those with more bravado than sensein the rear. For awhile, anyway. Depending on what the hounds
turned up next, a least haf of the party might well be left behind or turn back voluntarily, asthey had
during the morning hunt.

| haven't had so much fun in ayear, he thought with glee, asthe gelding spotted his stable mate
and put on an extra burst of speed to catch up with him. It'sagood thing that Kero and Faram hit it off
so well, though. Otherwise the Lord Baron might not be the only one complaining.

And it would be damned hard to keep the peace around here.

Just as he reached the two of them, Kero on her ugly gray war steed and Faram on his pure
Shin'din-bred chestnut, one of the hounds flushed a pheasant. Two bows came up at the sametime; two
bowstrings hummed at once-but when the retrievers brought the bird back, and the huntsman took it
from the dog's gentle mouth to present it to the King, it was obvious that Faram's arrow had gone wide
of the mark, and Kero had out shot him once again.

And for at |east the twentieth time this morning, the courtiers were scandalized. Therewasahum
of comment behind Daren, and he heard the L ord Baron's voice rising unpleasantly above the rest,
though he couldn't make out the words.

"Y ou've beaten me again, Captain,” Faram said ruefully, handing the bird to the gamekeepersto
stow with therest.

"I'm not exactly abad shot, but | find mysdf very glad now that you turned down my offer to
wager on the outcome of this contest." He looked back over his shoulder, past Daren, and the corners of
his eyes crinkled as he suppressed agrin. "I am afraid that my courtiers don't approve of your manne,
however. No subject is supposed to outshoot the King. ™

Kero chuckled as Daren pulled up next to Kero, putting her in between himsalf and his brother.

"My Lord," shereplied, "I may livein your Kingdom, but I've seen the Mercenary Guild Charter
for Rethwellan. I'm aFreeholder by that Charter, and no subject of anyone's.”

"An excdlent point, and it seemsthat you are as much lawyer asfighter." The King looked across
Kero a hisbrother. Y ou did warn me, didn't you, Daren?"

"l did. About her scholarship and her skills. | said that Tarmacaled her a'naturd’ when we were



learning together. | said | didn't think sheld let any of her skillsdip just because she was a Captain. And
you kept saying | was exaggerating." Daren shrugged expansively. "Will you believe mewhen | tell you
something now?"

"I suppose I'll haveto. You keep telling me'l told you so' a every opportunity.” Faram turned his
attention back to Kero, as his horse shook his head.

"What | would redlly like to know is how you learned to shoot so
well-we both had the same teacher, but you never seem to miss. I'd
suspect you of magic if you weren't so entirdly unmagicd.”

Kero bit her lip asif shewastrying to keep from laughing, and replied, "My lord, the fact isthat
you have never been ether on the front line or dependent entirely on your own skill to keep your belly
full. I think you'd find that the two harshest teachersin the world are survival and hunger. I've had both,
and trust me, they make adifference.”

"Onthewhole," Faram admitted, "I think I'd prefer to skip that sort of lessoning. I'm too old for
those teachers.”

"You'retoo fond of your comforts, brother,” Daren jibed. Faram was about to retort-but at
exactly that moment, the head of the boar-pack belled, and the entire pack started off. Daren's mount
lurched from awalk into agallop, and as he passed the huntsmen who were whistling in the retrievers, he
grinned.

Thiswas a hunt meant to supply the Court with meat for the Sovvan Feast tonight. If Sovvan
hunt-luck meant luck for the rest of the winter, asthe old folks said it did, the winter would be a
prosperous and easy one. Already they'd brought down a half-dozen deer this morning, severa bachelor
bucks and a couple of doesthat everyone agreed were past their bearing prime. That was enough
venison that Faram had sent back the deer hounds and brought up the boar-hounds. The Queen and her
ladies were coursing the woods and meadows nearer the Palace, taking their hawks out after birds and
hare.

Mogt of theladies, that is.

He looked back over his shoulder, to see that the handful of women who'd ridden out with the
King's party were il there, keeping up vadiantly, and aready outdistancing the likes of the Lord Baron.

Last year there hadn't been any women with the King's party, but since Kero's arrival-and
example-there were arespectable number of ladies exchanging their skirts for full-cut breeches, and
riding neck-and-knee with the men. And some of those ladies were not young; Lady Samedelia, who had
aformidable reputation as arider on her own estate, had hailed Kero's "innovation” with relief and
enthusasm. She wasright up there beside the best of the riders, proving rumor to be truth-and she was
fifty if sShewasaday.

| can't help but wonder how many others would have joined us, but weren't willing to risk losing
suitors or enraging husbands. | know the Lord Baron's daughter looked asif she d rather have been with
us. Hisgranddaughter is, and I'll bet that's what kicked off that tirade about "disgrace." Of course, she's
safely wedded to young Randd, and she can snap her fingers a what her grandfather thinks, since her
loving spouse thinks that everything she doesiswonderful. And if | could find alady that suited me as
wdll as she suitshim, I'd probably think the same. Huh. Wonder whatever happened to that little prig
Daren, who was horrified at the notion of "Lady Kerowyn™ riding to hunt exactly like this? Maybe he



grew up.

Heleaned forward into his horse's neck, ducking alow-hanging tree limb. He saw afdlen trunk
just ahead of them, and braced himself for the jump.

The gelding took it, but stumbled; he recovered quickly, but not before hed made Daren'steeth
rattle.

They broke through a screening of bushesinto a clearing and ahead of him Daren saw Kero's
big, ugly mare sail over another falen tree-giant with atwinge of envy.

The Shin'din-blood was taking rough ground with a contemptuous ease that |eft most of the other
horses faltering or outright refusing. About the only onesthat were keeping up with her were himsdlf, the
King, and the huntsmen.

And probably only because we have Shin'‘din-breds, too. Though not like that. No wonder
people would kill to get awar steed.

This boar was leading the hounds amerry chase; he was obvioudy fast and canny. | hope he's
the one they wanted usto go after, he's surely acting asif he wasthe bad one. The local farmers had
reported some trouble with an unusudly large and evil-tempered boar to the king's huntsmen-a boar who
had aready killed one swineherd and wounded others, stealing their herds of pigsfor his harem when
they took the beastsinto the forest after fallen acorns. That was why they'd hunted stag this morning; to
give the horses a chance to run off any skittishness before going after such a dangerous beast as a boar.

That'sthe one time I've seen Kero back down from something, he thought, as the trail wound
deeper into the forest, and the horses were forced to dow their headlong gallop. When she said shed
stay a-horse, even Faram was surprised. But then she's never fought on foot, and she didn't even bring a
proper boar-spear with her, just that saddle-quiver full of lances.

Curious weapons, those; Daren had never seen anything like them. She had told him that they
were used by the Shin'din, and it was obvious that they were not intended for game-those were
man-killing weapons, with narrow, razor-barbed meta heads aslong as Daren's hand.

Well, maybeif it runs, she can sting it with one of those and turn it for us.

The pack was belling ahead of them, and the huntsman sounding the "brought to cover” cal on
his horn. The horses emerged into atiny clearing before a covert; that was obviousy where the boar had
holed up, and now they were going to have to flush him into the open.

While Kero stayed on horseback as she'd pledged, the rest dismounted and went ahead on foot.
The pack was gill ahead of them, and the huntsman sounded the "broken cover” call. Daren brokeinto a
trot; he heard Kero's horse behind him, edling through dense brush that even he was having trouble with,
afoot.

The sound of the pack changed, just as the huntsman sounded "brought to bay."
Daren vaulted atangle of roots, and burst out into a clearing. The boar was standing off the pack;

he was an enormous brute, with awide, scarred back. Not awild boar at dl, but a domestic beast gone
ferd.



That made him al the more dangerous. Daren pulled himsdlf up before charging into the fray, and
looked at his brother.

Faram read the plan in Daren's look and nod-they'd hunted boar together for years now, and
needed only a glance to determine what the other intended. This time Daren would be the bait.

The huntsmen pulled the pack back at his command, and while Faram moved quietly around the
edge of the clearing, Daren shouted at the boar, getting ready to drop to his knee or dodge aside at any
moment. The success of thistactic lay in the fact that once aboar thisbig began acharge, it had trouble
changing direction quickly, and its poor eyesght interfered with its ability to follow anything movingina
way it didn't expect. Y ou only had to avoid those dashing tusks Only. "Hey!" heydled at it, samping one
foot.

"Hey!" It waved its head from side to Side, nose up in the air, seeking a scent that the musk of the
dogs covered-then saw him, and charged perfectly down the center of the clearing.

Heleapt asde a the last possible moment; saw the flash of atusk asit made astrikefor him.
Then he leapt back before it had a chance to change direction, jabbing down at the heart with his
boar-spear, knocked off balance for amoment, as Faram ran in from the side a heartbegt |ater to plunge
his own spear into the boar's back.

It shrieked in pain and anger, and struggled forward , tearing up the soft earth in deep furrows
with its cloven hooves. But the two of them had it pinned between them; another moment, and itslegs
collgpsed from under it, and it died, as one spear or both found the heart.

He started to look up, agrin of congratulation spreading across his face, when ahuman scream
rang across the clearing, cutting across the cheer started by the huntsmen.

Movement and aflash of red caught his eyes-one huntsman was down, hisleg savaged, and
standing above him, with her tusks dripping red, was a sow-awild sow, as big asthe boar they'd just
brought down.

My gods. It had a mate. She squealed once, trampled the huntsman, and then whirled to face
them
al. And thefirg thing she saw was Faram. She squealed again with rage, and charged.

Daren tugged futilely at his spear, but it was stuck fast in the boar, lodged asit wasintended to
do, and wouldn't come free. Faram was on his knees, and struggling to get up, but it was obvious hewas
never going to get out of theway intime.

Suddenly, there was ablur of gray, flying between the King and the charging sow.

The pig screamed, and turned asde; whirled and charged this new target, her eye streaming
blood. The gray war steed pivoted on asingle hoof, and lashed out with her hind feet, sending the sow
flying through the air. Two flashes of meta followed it, and the sow hit the ground and lay there,
thrashing, two of Kero'slances sticking out of its Sdes.

The marewhirled again, but on seeing that the "enemy" was no longer athrest, snorted once and
tossed her head. Kero dismounted, walked cautioudy toward the convulsing beast with her knifein her
hand, then dived in and dit the sow's throat with one perfectly timed stroke.



The beast shuddered and died. Kero rose from the carcass, and wiped her knife carefully on the
sow's hide. Only then did shelook over to where Daren and his brother were sprawled beside the body
of the boar.

"Surviva, my lord," she said mildly, "hastaught meto aways leave amobile scout to the rear.”
Then she waked over to her mare, and mounted, |eaving the huntsmen to dedl with the carcass.
Twenty

Kero spped at her watered wine, turned to the woman at her said, and said, "Honestly, it was
mostly Hellsbane. I've never hunted boar before, and | didn't know what to expect. That waswhy |
stayed mounted.”

Lady Delianodded. "A good horse isworth twenty arms men or so it seemsto me. I've never
seen ahorse quite aswell trained as yours, though. She follows and obeys you more like adog than a
horse"

"So I'venoticed,” Kero told her, without elaborating.

Let her wonder. She seems nice enough, but the less people know about war steeds the better
off I'll be. Whether people overestimate or underestimate Hellsbane, | win.

"She'sredly the second horse of her line that I've had from the cousins,” she continued, which
alowed Lady Ddliato e aborate on her own horses lines, and ask which of the King's Shin'ain-bloodsiit
would be best to breed her huntersto.

Kero answered with only haf of her mind occupied by the conversation; the rest monitored the
feast and the peoples reactionsto her, aresponse as automatic as breathing. She couldn't help but
contrast the reaction of the Rethwellan Court to that of her brother's. Despite the smilarity of the
circumstances-that she had persondly rescued both Diernaand King Faram-in her brother's home she
had honor without admiration. Here she had both; an embarrassment of admiration, in fact. Some of the
young ladies of the Court, those in the hero-worshipping early teens, had even taken to dressing like her.
Predictably, Daren found this very funny.

But better that than fear; she was as much feared as admired by many of the Court. King
Faram's people had seen her in action and knew what she could do, now, where her brother's people
saw her successes as being mostly luck.

On the other hand, fear didn't bother her as much asit used to. | guess|'ve gotten
thicker-skinned. Aslong asthe babies don't run screaming from me, | think | can handle alittle fear.

King Faram impressed her as much as she had evidently impressed him. | can seewhy Daren
loves his brother, she thought, watching the relaxed and easy manner they had between them, sharing
jokes or admiring a particularly toothsome lady. It would have been very easy for Faram to resent what |
did for him, but there's absolutely no sign of any such thing.

In fact, he had ordered the sow's head prepared and served a ongside the boar's head, and
presented to her with afull retelling of the story. The Court Bard was agood one; with very little warning
he'd done the tale up with bangles and bells, making her sigh, and wonder if this song was going to make
the rounds the way "Kerowyn' sRide" had. He had promised her aboon when the song was over; right



now she had no ideawhat she'd ask for, but something like that was worth taking time to think about.

The feast was a bit more than she was comfortable with, anyway. Her people ate well, but
nothing likethis.

Shedidn't recognize half of what was served, and even though she did no more than nibble at
what she did recogni ze, she was ready to end the meal when it was only half over.

Probably that was as much reaction as anything e se, though. Asaways, she got her
battle-nerves after the fact, when everything was over and done with. If | was standing, my kneeswould
be knocking together. And | never, ever would have been able to pull that one off without Hellshane.

The sow had burst cover at the boar's death-squeal; Kero happened to be looking right at the
spot, and watched in horror as she savaged the huntsman before Kero or anyone e se redlized that she
was going to attack.

She had known that pigs were notorioudy short-sighted; she'd spurred Hellsbane straight for the
sow, inspired by the thought that only a horse was going to be big enough to distract the pig or make her
pause. The lancein the eye had been a puredly lucky-or gods-sent-hit; she'd hoped only to score the
sow's tender snout and distract her.

Then, as she'd passed, she'd signaled Hellsbane to kick, hoping to keep the pig's teeth away
from the mare's hamstrings. Sheld forgotten that Hellshane had been taught alow kick aswell asahigh,
meant to take out men on the ground who might have strength enough to hurt her. Hellsbane had made
her own judgment, and had used the low kick, connecting solidly, and sending the sow flying before she
could charge.

Then Hellshane had whedled, alowing Kero to launch another lance. And that, too, had
connected solidly, as had the third.

It had been as close acal as any she had ever had on the battlefield, and she hadn't been entirely
sure her legs would hold her when she dismounted. Sheld said as much to Daren, who had been just as
shaken as shewas.

As soon asthisfeast isover, she promised hersdlf, I'm going to have anice hot bath, in my room,
with agood fire going, and only one candle for light. And teg, not wine.

The noise and the mingled odors of food and perfume were beginning to give her a headache.
Though it was no bad thing to have the King's gratitude demonstrated so openly, she rather wished sheld
be able to get away from the crowd some time soon. She wasn't used to people like this; undisciplined,
so wildly different, and yet so much the same, with such-to her, at least-trivid interests.

She blinked to clear her eyes asthe glitter and color swam before them for amoment. Thousands
of jewelswinked at her in the light from hundreds of candles; fabrics she couldn't even name made pools
of rich color al down the tables. The candles were scented, the people were scented, the drink perfumed
with flower petals, the food spiced. On one side of the room, the Court Bard held forth; on the other, a
consort of recorders, and near the low table, an acrobat. It was too much, asurfeit of luxury.

The door at the far end of the room opened, and aman in ablack tabard embroidered with
Faram'sarms dipped indgde. He rapped three times on the floor with his gaff, and somehow the sound
penetrated the babble. A hush descended for amoment; the King's herald rapped on he floor with his



gtaff again to ensure the silence. Heads turned toward him with surprise, including the King's, Faram had
been so deep in conversation that he had not noticed the herad's entrance.

"Your mgesty,” the herdd said, in arich, baritone voice that was nothing like Kero'sown
parade-ground bellow, but seemed to carry aswell and asfar, "An envoy from Queen Selenay of
Vademar asks permission to approach.”

Kero sat up straighter, suddenly much more aert. From Vademar? But what are they doing here
now? Why don't they wait until forma Court in the morning? She looked back at Daren and his brother,
only to see from their expressions that they were just as baffled as she was.

"L et them gpproach,” the King said, after awhispered conference with Daren and his Seneschal.
The herald turned and left, to return into expectant silence, escorting two people.

Onewasatall, raw-boned, blond man, with an attractively homely face; aman who looked like
afarmboy and moved likean n. The other was asmdll, dightly built woman, with a swest,
heart-shaped face, who limped dightly. That waswhat they looked like, but even Kero recognized them
for what they were; Heralds out of Vademar, in the white uniform of their caling.

And the sight of that uniform sent a pang through her heart that she hadn't expected. For a
moment she couldn't even think.

"Queen'sOwn Herad Talia, and Herdd Dirk," the King's herald announced. And did Kero only
imagineit, or did even he seem to fed the portent hanging heavy in hiswords? One thing shedid
know-this Taliawas no ordinary Herad, and no ordinary envoy, either. The "Queen's Own" wasthe
most important Herad in the Kingdom, second only to the Monarch, and often exercising the power of
the Monarch when needed. That was what Eldan had explained, anyway, ten years ago.

The two approached the head table, and bowed dightly. The man stayed about a half pace
behind the woman; interesting positioning. No doubt that's partialy because she's the ranking officer-but
it'saso partidly because he's guarding her back. Wonder if anyone else will notice that.

The young woman began to speak; she had awonderful, musica contrato, and she knew how to
useit to gain her ligeners attention. Kero listened closaly and carefully as Tdiaexplained what had
brought them. The girl's Rethwellan wasn't bad, but her accent and occasional odd turn of phrase madeit
very clear that she didn't have complete mastery of the language yet.

"...and so my Queen has sent me here, directly, rather than to speak through her embassy. Y ou
will have beard, your mgesty, of the eventsin Hardorn these past two years?' the young woman asked.
Faram nodded, and she clasped her hands behind her. Only Kero was near enough to see that those
hands were white-knuckled with tension. She's scared to death, Kero realized with surprise. She's
nowhere near as casud as she seems about this. It's alife-and-death Situation, and she knowsit. But
she's not going to give that away. Shefdt hersalf warming to the young woman, for no apparent reason
other than afeding that shewas going to likethis Tdia

"Ancar of Hardorn isfriend to no man, and no nation,”" Talia continued flatly, and there was
something in her lack of expression that sent off vague fedings of darm in Kero. After amoment she
realized what it was. Severely traumatized veterans would speak in that flat, expressionless tone, about
the battle experiences that had overtaken them.

What on earth could King Ancar have done to the Queen's Own Herald? And how did he



happen to get hold of her? And why? Something terrible had happened to this young woman at Ancar's
hands, she was as certain of that as she was of her own name.

And so was Need. For thefirst timein years, Kero felt the blade tirring.

"Ancar isguilty of regicide and patricide,” Taliacontinued. "He has visited terrorsthat no sane
man would countenance on his own people, and he has turned to dark powersto grant him hisdesires. |
have proofs of thiswith me, if you would careto seethem.”

Faram shook his head, and indicated that she should go on.

"We stopped him once, we of Vaddemar," she said. "We held him at our Border and turned him
back. Now he amasses anew army, one of men and sted rather than magic, and he marches again on
our Border."

"Sowhat isit you want?' Faram asked, leaning back in his chair so that hisface wasin shadow
and could not be read.

"Your ad,” Tdiasad smply. "We smply don't have enough armed men to hold him back this
time"

Asthe Queen's Own Herald continued to speak, Kero grew more and more puzzled. | don't
understand this.

Grandmother must have told me the story of the way she and Tarmagot rid of Ledac the Bard a
dozen times-and every single time shetold it, she mentioned the pledge King Stefansen gaveto
Herad-Prince Road; that Rethwellan owed Vademar afavor equd to that of putting aKing on his
rightful throne. And how Vademar had never redeemed that favor. She watched as Tdias hands
clenched tighter and tighter behind her back, the only outward sign of the young woman'sincreasing

desperation.

| know for afact that Valdemar hasn't cashed in the pledge since Grandmother told me the story.
So why is she pleading for help when she could demand it?

She glanced back at King Faram-and saw that he was just as tense as the Herald, and a swift
gppraisa of Daren, whom she knew better than she knew his brother, convinced her that they were
mentally torn. For some reason, she decided at last, Queen Sdlenay purely and simply does not know
about the pledge. Faram knows about it, though, and Daren-they've figured out that Selenay doesn't
know of the pledge, and as people, they want to help. But asthe King, Faram hasto be reluctant to get
Rethwel lan involved in awar with someone who isn't even on his border, who isn't any kind of athrest to
him.

So heisnot going to remind anyone about the pledge, if it's been forgotten.

Inaway, Kero could understand that kind of attitude-except that it was ruinoudy short-sighted.
Half of their tradeiswith Vademar, and that trade is going to vanish if Vademar'sinvolved inalosing
war. And if Ancar wins-he will be on the border, and he doesn't sound to me like the kind of neighbor I'd

welcome. And if Faram can't see that- Thanksto Eldan, Kero knew abit about Heralds and their
country, and what she knew-even if only haf of it were true-she liked.

And besidesthat, dl through the young woman's speech, Need had been rousing, putting a



dowly increasing pressure on the back of her mind. It was pretty nebulous, confined to avague fedling of
help her! But it was certainly getting stronger. By the timethis Tdiahad cometo the end of her speech,
the sword was dll but screaming in Kero's ear.

She waited for amoment to see what Faram would do; it was aways possble that he'd surprise
her and offer Tdiahishelp. But he didn't; he spoke of the necessity of remaining neutrd, of the problems
with Karse and the need to guard his own border. He temporized, and said in polite, diplomatic terms
that he wasn't going to help, asthe man'sface fell and the woman grew asrigid as astatue of ice. Kero
fdt their anguish asif it was her own.

Clearly, this had been their last hope.
| can't take this anymore. Kero sighed, hoped Daren would forgive her, and stood up.

All eyesin the room swung toward her, and even the King stopped in mid-sentence as her chair
scraped across the amber marble of the floor.

"Mgesy," shesad, dowly and digtinctly, with every ounce of dignity

and authority she could mugter. "You said in thisvery hal asthe feast began, that | could crave a
boon of you in return for my actions at the hunt this afternoon.” She saw Daren clutch the table just out of
the corner of her eye, his expression pleading with her not to say what he was sure she intended to say.
Sheignored him.

Even if Need hadn't been goading her, the nagging of her own conscience would have forced this
on her.

"Thisiswhat | ask, Mgesty," shetold him, fixing her gaze directly into hiseyes. "And | think itis
no more than what al our honor demands. As not only the one who is owed aboon, but as my
Grandmother Kethry's granddaughter, | ask: hold to the pledge your grandfather Stefansen made to
Sdenay's grandfather Rodd in thelibrary of thisvery castle” The Herdds faces were equally comic
studiesin bafflement Daren buried hisfacein his hands. She waited for the King's anger to break out.

But athough he winced, he gave no sign of anger. Instead, he only sighed, and shook his head,
then looked back into her eyes and spoke softly, directly to her.

"I never thought that it would be amercenary Captain that would act as my conscience,” he said
ruefully.

"Well, sincethe cat iswell and truly escaped from the bag-" Heraised hisvoice.

"My lords, my ladies, we have some private business to attend to-but |et the feast continue. We
shdl return to you when we may."

A hum of conversation rose when he had finished and stood up.

"Daren, Captain-come with me, if you will. | have need of both of you." He gestured, and Kero
took her place at his side, though not without a certain trepidation.

She could only remember the old saying: be careful what you ask for, you might get it.

| just asked for him to remember his grandfather's promise. He may well ask me to remember



who and what | am.

He directed the two Herddsto follow him, and led the little procession out a small door behind
the head table, down awarmly lit hallway, and into aroom Kero had not seen before.

And there was no doubt what room this was, either, not when it waslined in books, floor to
ceiling. Thiswasthefamouslibrary. The King waved at the various chairs available, dl of them worn
shabby and comfortable-looking, and Kero sat gingerly on the edge of one, not entirely certain that she
wanted to be here.

The King waited until &l four of them were seated, before spesking.

"You," hesaid, pointing at Kero in away that made her want to sink into the chair and hide,
Stefansen are both amost wel come and amost inconvenient guest, Captain. | am extremely grateful that
you were with us on this afternoon’s hunt, but | could wish your excdlent memory to the Shin'din hell.
Perhapsit isnot to my credit, but | would have preferred not to have my country involved in awar that
pposes us no danger.”

She stayed silent, since she couldn't think of any way to respond to hiswords that wasn't
undiplomatic at best.

He dropped his hand, and shrugged. "But you reminded me of an unredeemed pledge and saved
my honor, if not my country. | suppose| should be grateful for that, even if, like medicine, thisis not what
| would have chosen.”

The man-Herdd Dirk-raised his hand tentatively. "Y our pardon, Mgesty," he said, when Faram
responded to the movement by pivoting to face him, "but we haven't got the faintest idea of what you
have been talking about. Just what isthis pledge?!

Faram turned back to Kero.

"Well, Captain,” he said smiling alittle crookedly. "It began with your grandmother and your
Clanmother. Would you care to start?"

Kero cleared her throat, swallowed to give herself amoment to think, and began.

"It dl started-for my grandmother, at |east-when she and her blood-oath sster Tarma joined
Idias Sunhawks."

In the end, she and Daren and Faram took turns explaining the entire story to the Herdds. It was
Faram who ended the tale, saying, "-s0 as you can see, Rethwellan owes you what you came to beg of
us. | have to admit that if the Captain hadn't made the question moot, | don't know whether 1 would
actualy have continued to alow you to remain in ignorance of that debt. 1've been corresponding with my
niece Elspeth, and she's acharming child-but joining my country to yoursin awar isnot astep to make
based on how charming on€snieceis.

"But-" Taliabegan, when Faram held up his hand to interrupt her.

"My conscience, at least, is much happier with the secret out in the open, evenif my coldly



practical sdeisnot. Thered problem, my lady, isthat the Rethwellan army is composed mainly of foot.
That iswhy we hire mercenary Companies when we need other forces. Eveniif | could muster them, and
dart them off for Vademar immediatdly, they couldn't possibly be there before...”

Helooked to Daren for his answer, and got it.

" Spring Equinox, assuming we started on the road tomorrow," Daren said promptly. And the
Herdds facesfdl again.

"And theré's no way we can get them mustered and on the march for at least afortnight, so they'll
arrive later than that. But the Skybolts are mounted-and redlly, that's exactly the kind of troops you of
Vademar need for theinitia encounters. Skirmishers, expertsin ambush and strike-and run anything to
throw Ancar's army off-balance and keep them that way. Kero knows warfare like-like no one except
her Clanmother.”

He made alittle bow in her direction, as she unaccountably blushed. Dear gods, blushing, and at
my age! And not for a pretty little compliment, but because he saysthat I'm a better tactician than anyone
but Tarma. Certainly showswhere my priorities have gone!

"She may even surpass Tarma by now; it wouldn't surprise me. Between the Skybolts, the
Valdemar forces, and Kero's knowledge of tactics, she can distract Ancar for long enough that we'd
have a chanceto comein to take Ancar'srear. In fact, if | were the Captain, I'd lead them chasing wild
hares adl over the countryside and have them exhaust themselvesto no purpose.” Kero ran the basic plan
in her head, and found that sheliked it.

"Huh," she said thoughtfully. "I think it would work. Especidly if welet them get just ingdethe
Border enough so they think they're winning, then lead them up aong it. Frankly, Heralds, you're better
off with us; we get paid whether we win or lose, and we don't have any nationd pridetied up with
appearing to lose. Y ou might have a hard time convincing your own troopsto look like cowards, but my
people have doneit before, and accept it as good tactics. Daren, if you let me run them ragged, you'd
probably makeit to us at exactly the right moment. And he won't be expecting you; hell probably be
completely off-guard. I've only got one question-we didn't make any pledges. My lords, my lady, we're
mercenaries, and we don't work for free. Who's paying our way?'

"Weare" said Taliaand the King at exactly the same moment. They looked at each other, and
laughed weskly.

"Split thefee," Kero advised. "Thisisgoing to be awinter march for us, and winter marches don't
come cheaply."

Taianodded, somewhat to Kero's surprise. "'I've done my share of winter marches,” she said
wryly. "I think I can guesswhat it will be like, going over mountainsin afull Company inwinter. Wewere
told about you, Captain, and advised and authorized to hire you. That was our next job; to find you and
negotiate. | hope you redize how rarethat is."

Eldan? Probably. How can | missaman so much, when | spent so little timewith him, so long
ago? Well, whatever, he's getting hiswish; he's got me coming up to Vademar now. I'm just asglad the
troops don't know about him, or they d be placing bets on the outcome of our first meeting. Blessed
Agnira, | never thought becoming Captain would mean anything like thet!

"I do understand, and | appreciate that this shows your confidencein me and mine," she said,



hoping her voice sounded businessike and didn't betray how shaky shefedlt.

Nodsdl around thetable, and she found hersdlf vowing slently that she would not let these
people down.

"Hrg thingsfirst, snceyou trust my skill-let's seeif we can't work out the actud logistics of this
thing.

"l can't believethis," Kero said out loud, watching from Hellsbane's back as the troops rode
past, out of the big double gates of Bolthaven and up the road to Va demar.

She shifted in her saddle, and Hellsbane shifted to match her. It was agood day for leaving; not
too cold, under a bright-blue, cloudless sky. Good weather was a good omen,-and soldiers are as
superdtitious as any man.

The Skybolts rode in march-formation; two abreast, which made for along line, but aslong as
they werein friendly territory, it didn't matter. It was quite an impressve sight, and the Company looked
far larger than it actualy was. Every one of them had at |east one spare riding animal on alead-rope
behind him, plus his own packhorse. Those with longer strings rode at the head of the column; they'd be
breaking thetrail, and being able to switch to afresh horse every time the onesthey were riding got tired
would keep the column dogging on at a much faster pace than anyone other than Kero guessed.

That was one of the Skybolts tricks; they had more. A lot more. And in this campaign, they'd
probably need every one of them.

"Y ou don't believe what, Captain?' Shallan asked, her breath puffing out of her hood in awhite
cloud. She and Geyr waited patiently beside Kero for the last of the column to move out. The other
Lieutenants were spaced at roughly equal intervals dong the column, so that there would never be an
officer out of effective range to handle an emergency.

"I don't believe them,” she said, pointing her chin at the last of the column, passing out of the
gates. Now the quartermaster and his pack-strings moved out. Ten years ago. Kero had made the
decison that the Skybolts would have no wagons with them. If something couldn't be carried horseback,
it wouldn't come with them. Some ingenious, lightwel ght subgtitutions had been arrived at, due to the
quartermaster's ingenuity. The tents, for instance, that could be packed twenty to ahorse. New poles had
to be cut each night, but it wasworth it.

"There'snot near enough bitching and moaning,” Kero continued. "Here | am, hauling them out of
cozy winter quartersfor amidwinter march, amarch across dl of Rethwellan and over the mountains,
and hardly acomplaint out of them. What'swrong?'

"They're bored, Captain,” said Geyr. "Campaign ended early, they got al their resting out of the
way and haf the winter yet to go. They wanted something to do. Besides, the money on thisisworth a
winter march, and it's not like were having to cross enemy territory.”

"Well, it isn't going to be aMidsummer picnic, either,” Kero replied, asthelast of the
supply-strings moved out.

"The Comb isn't abad range, but I'd rather not cross any mountainsin winter. Well, that'sthe last



of them. I'll see you when we camp.”

Both Lieutenants saluted, so wrapped up in wool and furs that except for Geyr's black face,
Kero couldn't tell them apart. Every trooper in thelot had anew, fur-lined wool cloak for this campaign;
normaly clothing wastheir own responsibility, but Kero knew soldiers, and she didn't want to losea
badly-needed fighter to frosthbite just because the fool gambled away his cloak the night before.

Orders were that the cloaks were Company property, like tents and standard weapons; anyone
found using them for gambling stakes would find himsdlf shoveling manure, scrubbing pots, and taking the
worst of the night-watches. Anyone accepting them would get worse than that.

Kero nodded permission to go, and they spurred their horses onto the side of the road, to canter
up past the pack-lines. Shalan would beriding just in front of the quartermaster, Geyr hdfway down the
line. Tomorrow, thetwo that had ridden first would move back here, and the other officerswould dl
move up anotch, in dtrict rotation. Except for Kero, who would ride a the very tail. Winter or summer,
tall most was the worst position on the march, which was why she dwaystook it. That was one of the
little things that gave her the repect of her

troops, aswell astheir obedience.

She gave Hellsbane alittle nudge, and the mare took her accustomed place, so used to it now
that she didn't even sigh. Asthe gates closed behind them, leaving the skeleton training staff and the new
recruits deemed gtill too green to fight in this campaign, Kero settled comfortably into her saddle, and
went over everything she had learned once more.

The one advantage they al had, and one Kero had never been able to count on before, was that
al of Sdenay' sknowledge of their enemy was actudly foreknowledge.

Evidently some of these Herd ds were ableto actively, consstently, see the future. They knew
when he would strike, and where.

Mostly. And at least for the next six moons or so. After that, according to Tdia, they were seeing
"different futures.” The Herald had tried to explain that to Kero, something about how what they did now
to dter thingswould affect what had been seen and make different outcomes possible-it had al been too
much for Kero. Sheld dways thought the future was like the past; a path that started somewhere and
ended somewhere dse, solid, immutable.

It was disconcerting to hear otherwise. She wasn't sure she liked the idea of the future being so
nebulous and fluid.

It was a pity that they couldn't see what was happening now aswdll; it would have been ussful to
know where thisarmy of Ancar'swasforming up. If Kero had known that, she could have arranged for a
little exercise of the Skybolts other specidty, the one she didn't talk about.

A few careful nations, some sabotage, some meddling with supplies; that was what hel ped
cut the Prophet campaign so short, and let us get her cornered.

That, and the strikes from behind, ambushes, and traps until she had to find somewhere she
consdered safe to make a stand. If you can ruin your enemy's morae, and make him think everyone and
everything is after him, it doesn't do your side any harm. Oh, well, well do what we can with what we
have.



They had Guild blessing on this one, too, which was no bad thing. She'd checked with the Guild,
asrequired, to find out if Ancar had hired on either Guild free-lancers or Companies, and had gotten a
delightful surprise. Ancar had actualy had the gdll to chase the Guild out of his country and deny them
access to Guild members ill inside his borders. So asfar asthe Guild was concerned, it was
no-holds-barred, and anything the Skybolts did to Ancar's troops or on his side of the Border was all
right with them.

That wasreally phenomenally stupid, shereflected. Not even Karse or Vademar have ever
thrown the Guild out. They may not be welcome, but they're tolerated, because sooner or later, everyone
comesto us. Even Vaddemar.

She shook her head over Ancar'sfoolishness. But I'd better watch my strategy with him. A fool
can kill you just as dead as awise man, and is unpredictable enough to do so.

She saw something bright in the packs of the horse ahead of her, and recognized some of the
paraphernalia strapped to the pack of the fina horsein the train as an object belonging to Quenten, a
remarkable leather covered box he kept his books in, that had survived floods, fires, and even being
sruck by lightning.

That turned her thoughts toward her chief mage. He should be just about ready for
Magter-gtatus, she thought. Maybe he can figure out my puzzlefor me, why there are no magesin
Vddemar.

For Tdiahad confided to Kerowyn, with an unmistakable tone of fear and bewilderment, that
Ancar had magesin hisemploy. Sheld looked at Kero asif she expected the Captain to challenge that
statement, and had been even more bewildered when Kero had smply nodded.

Bewilderment was a pretty odd reaction to magic, especialy when the Heralds had magic of their
own-mind magic that was, from al Kero had ever learned from Eldan, equd in strength and refinement to
the powers of any Master of any school Kero had ever met. And probably there were those who were
the equal of any Adept aswell.

Then again, he didn't seem to recognize rea magic when he saw it, even when the Karsiteswere
working it on usand caling it the hand of their god. And | think | remember that it waskind of hard even
to talk to him about magic, asif | was saying one thing, but he was hearing something else.

The box swayed from sideto side, hypnotically. Hellshane had dready gotten into her "march
pace;" asteady, head-bowed walk, an easy motion to match.

Though not what I'd chooseif | had ahangover or atwitchy stomach. | wonder if magic doesn't
work insde Vademar?| think Grandmother said something about that, once. But if that'strue, why is
Ancar usng mages against them? Unlessit istrue, but he either doesn't know it, or hasaway to
counteract whatever itis.

Kero gave up speculation as a bad job, and turned her mind toward the immediate future.
Instead of supplies, the quartermaster carried cash. Since they would be traveling through exclusvely
friendly territory and harvests had been good this year, they were going to buy every bit of food they
needed, for horse and human alike, except for what they needed to get them over the mountains.

That was going to keep them light enough to travel at agood speed, and ensure the locals were
always happy to see them.



We should meet Daren and the army about halfway between Petras and the Vademar border,
she figured, making rough calculationsin her head. And may the gods waich over them. Foot-dogging in
winter isas bad asanything | can think of. | bet they'll be glad we brokethetrail for them. Let's seg;
about amoon to the Vademar border, then at least afortnight to get across the mountainsif | figure on
bad westher al the way. Then another moon to get to the capital. Not bad. Better than any other
Company | ever heard of, including the Sunhawks. Of course, without the cousinsto help me with
packhorse breeding, wed be pulling wagons through this muck, and making the same kind of time as

anybody else.

And | don't even want to think about taking wagons over the mountainsin the dead of winter.

Hellshane's eyes were half-closed; Kero suspected she was dozing. Although the road was
churned-up muck, it wasn't redlly too bad, since it was too warm for the stuff to freeze before the hooves
of thetail most horse went through it. Later though, it would be bad.

Let her doze, Kero thought, settling. Thisisthe easy part. Anything from here onisgoing to be
worse. Pray gods, not as bad as | fear. Pray gods, the dreams don't follow me.

Twenty-one

Snow swirled around Hellshane's hocks, as the wind made Kero's feet ache with cold. Kerowyn
huddled as much of herself inside her cloak as she could, and kept her face set in areasonable
approximation of a pleasant expression.

She would not dismount until her tent was set up. Her tent would not he set up until the rest of the
camp wasin order. The troops could look up from their own camp tasks at any time, and see her, ill in
the saddle, till out in the westher, for aslong asit took for al of them to have their shelters put together.

Wonderful discoveries, these little dome-shaped, felt lined tents. The wind just went around
them; they never blew over, or collapsed, and instead of needing rigid tent poles you only needed to find
awillow-grove, and cut eight of the flexible branchesto thread through the eight channels sewn into the
tents. Y ou wouldn't even damage the trees; willows actudly responded well to being cut back, and the
Company had passed groves they'd trimmed in the past, whose trees were more luxuriant than before
they'd been cut.

The hard part, especidly in midwinter, was pounding the eight tent stakesinto the rock-hard
ground to pin the tentsin place. Without those eight stakes, the tents could and had blown away, like
down puffs on the wind. That was what took time, lots of time, and each pair of troopers was swesating
long before the stakes were secure.

And meanwhile, the Captain got to St on her horse and look impressive, whilein redlity she
wanted to thump every one of her troopers who looked up at her for taking even a half-breath to do so,
forcing her to be out in the cold that much longer. She'd rather have been pounding stakes hersdlf; she
used to help with setup, before she redized that helping could be construed as asign of favoritism.

Then she set up her own tent, before her own orderliestold her in distressthat it wasn't
"gppropriate.”

So she s, like aguardian-gatue, turning into agiant icicle, asodden pile of wet leather, or a
well-broiled piece of jerky, asthe season determined.



The sun just touched the horizon, glaring an angry red beneath the low-hanging clouds. No
snow-yet. It was on the way; Kero knew snow-scent when she caught it.

A wonderful aromaof roasting meat wafted on theicy breeze, making her mouth water and her
stomach growl. In that much, at leest, being Captain had its privileges.

When shefindly could crawl down off Hellshane' sback, her tent would be waiting, warmed by
aclever charcod brazier no larger than adish, and her dinner would be gitting beside it. She sniffed again,
and identified the scent as pork.

Good. The past three weeksiit's been mutton, and I'm beginning to didike the sight of sheep.
Then she had to smile; when sheld last been thisfar north, sheld have sold her soul for adice of mutton.
In fact, most merc Companies would be making do with what they'd brought in the way of dried mest,
eked out with anything the scouts brought in. This business of buying fresh food every time they halted
had its advantages. Given the opportunity of making twice an anima'snorma price, in midwinter when
there was no possibility of other money coming in, most farmers and herders could manageto find an
extramale, or afemale past bearing. Just before they'd gotten into the Comb, in fact, they'd found a
fellow with aherd of half-wild, woolly cattle who had been overjoyed to part with apair of trouble
making beasts at the price the quartermaster had offered.

"Them'smean 'uns," held said laconicaly, as he ddivered the hobbled, bellowing, head-tossing
creatures to the cooks. The smile on hisface when he accepted adice of roast, and the tale her
quartermaster told later of putting the cattle down, convinced her that they had done the man afavor.

Thelast tent went up, and Geyr, currently in charge of the crew digging the jakes, hove into view
from the other side of the camp, and waved his hand. Kero sighed with relief, and dismounted, dowly.
Shewas having ahard timefeding her fedt.

Hellshane | et out atremendous sigh as Kero pulled her eft foot out of the stirrup and the
youngster assigned as the officer's groom came trotting up with his mittened hands tucked up into his
armpits. Hetook the reins shyly from Kero, and led the mare off to the picket lines at afast walk.

Kero made her way toward her tent at adow walk; first of al, it wouldn't do for the troopsto
see the Captain scurrying for her tent like any green recruit on her first winter campaign. And second, she
didn't trust her footing when she couldn't fedl anything out of her feet but cold and pain.

The command tent was easily three times the Size of the others, but that was because the troops
tents only had to hold two fighters and their belongings. Hers had to hold the map-table, and take severd
people standing up ingdeit, besides. That was the disadvantage of the little dome-shaped tents, and the
reason she had a separate packhorse for her own traditiona tent.

Her orderly held the tent flap open just enough for her to squeeze ingde without |etting too much
of the precious heat out. And the first thing she did, once in the privacy of her quarters, was pedl her
boots off and stick her haf-frozen white feet into the shegpskin dippers held left warming beside the
brazier for her.

Aslifereturned to her extremities, she thanked the gods that she had made it through another day
on the march without losing something to frosthite.

"There hasto be away to keep your feet from turning into chunks of ice the moment thewind



picksup,” shesaid crossly to her orderly. "It's fine when there's no wind; the horse keeps your feet warm
enough-but once thereés awind, you might aswell be barefoot.”

Her orderly, awiry little fellow from the very mountainsthey'd just crossed, frowned alittle.

"Tisthem boots, Cao'n," he said solemnly. "Tisnothin' betwixt the foot an’ the wind but athin
bit'aleather. Tis not what we do.”

Shetook an experimenta sip of the contents of her wooden mug. It was teatonight, which was
fine. She hadn't had any more of those dreams of Eldan since crossing the Comb, which left her with
mixed fedings, indeed, and wine was not what she wanted tonight, even mulled. Shedidn't want to go all
maudlinin her cups, mourning the loss of thoseillusionary lovemaking sessons.

Whatever was wrong with meis cured, she though resolutely. | should be thankful. I'm back to
being mysdlf. But-cometo think of it, Need's been as silent as astone, she redlized, with amoment of
aarm. Nothing. Not even a"fed" a the back of my mind. She might just aswell be ordinary metal!

Dear gods, what if shewon't Hed me anymore? I'll deal with it, that'swhat. It'stoo late to turn
back now. Think about something else.

"Enlighten me, Holard. What do your people do?!

" Sheegpskin boots, Cap'n,” hereplied promptly. "An’ wool socks, double pairs. Only troubleis,
'tisbulky, an' has no hedl. We don't use stirrups, ye ken.”

She shook her head.

"That won't do, not for us. | guessI'll just haveto suffer-" At that moment, the guard outside her
tent knocked his dagger hilt againgt the pole supporting the door canopy, and let someone in with aswirl
of snow.

Quenten, and Kero had afeding she wasn't going to like what he was about to say the moment
he came fully into the light from her lantern. He was haggard and nervous, two states sheld never seen
Quenten in-and the mages had been conspicuous by their absence since they'd crossed the Comb. There
was something up, and whatever it was, it was coming to her now because they couldn't handle it
themsdves.

"Captain,” said Quenten, and hisvoice cracked on the second syllable. She waited for him to try
agan.

"Captain,” he repeated, with alittle more success thistime. "We have a problem.”
Gods. Need, and now the mages?

"I'd dready gathered that, Quenten, since you look like a day-old corpse, and | haven't seen so
much as amage's deevefor afortnight. Isit just you, or do al the mages|ook like you?'

"All of us" Quenten replied unhappily. "We'd like permission to turn back, Captain. It isn't you,
or the Company, or the job. Wethink it's Vademar itsdf. There's something strange going on here, and
it'sdriving usmed.”



He waited for amoment, obvioudy to seeif she believed him. She just nodded.

"Goon," shetold him, figuring she was about to have her little puzzle of magesand Vademar
solved, at least in part.

"I remembered what you told me, about how the Heralds seemed surprised by magic, and you
never heard of amage up in Vademar. | thought maybe it was coincidence or something.” His hands
twisted the hem of his deeve nervoudy. "Wdll, it isn't. The moment we got acrossthe border, we dl felt
something.”

"What?' she asked, impatiently. "What isit?If there's something around that's costing me the use
of my mages, | want to know about it."

Quenten ground histeeth in frugtration. "I don't know, " he said, around a clenched jaw. "I redlly
don't know! It was like there was somebody watching us, dl thetime. At firdt, it was just an annoyance;
we figured there was just some Taented youngling out there, thinking he could spy on us. But we never
caught anybody, and after awhile, it Started getting on our nerves. It was like having somebody staring,
daring right at you, al thetime. It goes on day and night, waking and deeping, and it'slike nothing any of
us have ever seen or heard of before. We couldn't get rid of it, we couldn't shield against it, and its been
getting worse every day. | can't even degp anymore. Please, Captain, give us permission to go back.
Well wait for you a winter quarters. "

Now if it had been one of the others who asked that of her, with anebulous story like that, shed

have suspected fakery, dacking, or at least exaggeration. But it was Quenten, as trustworthy asthey
came, and not prone to exaggerate anything. And he did ook awful.

Andif dl thiswastrue, even if she kept them, they wouldn't do her any good. Y ou can't take
time to am when you have to keep ducking, and that's obvioudy the way they fed right now.

"Arethe Heders being affected?"' she asked anxioudy. "Or isit only you?'

"The Hedersarefine, Captain,” Quenten reported, with a certain hangdog expression, asif he
felt he was somehow responsible for the mages being singled out.

Then with luck, Need will still be ableto Heal me. And with none, she's till agood sword.
Besides, asword probably wouldn't care about being stared at.

"All right," she said unhappily. "Y ou can go. Y ou go back on noncombatant status, though, and
we can't spare any one to get you back home."

"That'sdl right,” Quenten replied, nearly faint with relief. " Once we're across the border well be
fine. Thank you, Captain. | think if I'd had to go two more days, I'd have killed someone. We've dready
hed to restrain Arnod twice; hetried to run off into the snow last night with nothing on but a shirt.”

"Oh," Kero replied, wishing that they'd told her about this earlier. Then, it might have been
possible to get Quenten to fiddle with Need again, to extend the protections over the mages.

Then again, maybe not. Need never had protected mages from magic. They were dl probably
better off thisway. And besides, Need was silent. Who knew if she was actualy working or not?

Shetold her orderly to go with Quenten and see that quartermaster gave them what supplies he



could.

Something watching you al the time, she thought, bemused, as she settled down to the remains of
her dinner. Now that | think of it, that is something that would drive you crazy. Especidly if you were
aready unbalanced. Which mages are, alot of times, and with good reason.

No wonder there are no magesin Vademar. They're either mad, or fled. Clever defense. End of
puzzle. Except | hope my bladeis still working. Things could get sticky if it isn't.

Hafway to the Vademar capital of Haven, it seemed that their purpose and reputation had
preceded them.

People came out of the towns adong the way to watch them pass; reservedly friendly, but
cautious, asif they didn't quite know what to expect of a mercenary Company.

Kero ordered her troopersto respond to positive overtures, but ignore negative ones. And there
were negative responses; old men and women who remembered the Tedrel Wars, and had decided that
al mercswere like the Tedrds had been. At least once every time they halted, someone would shout an
insult (which more than haf the troopers couldn't understand anyway), someone e se would
half-apologize. Kero or one of her Lieutenantswould carefully explain the difference between Guild and
non-Guild meres. It got to be so much of acommonplace, that the troops began laying bets on who the
troublemaker would be the moment they entered atown.

Privately, Kero was relieved that the Tedrel Wars had been so very long ago-years tended to
bring forgetfulness, especidly in thelight of thisnew enemy. It didn't matter so much anymore that the
Kargtes had hired fighters calling themsal ves mercenaries those hired fighters had been just like the
Karsteswho hired them; they fought with stedl like anyone else, and could be killed with that same sted!.
Ancar had hired mages, about which there were only tales, and every childhood bogeyman came leaping
out of the closet to become the adult'sworst nightmare.

So, for the most part, the people of Vademar came out to see these hired fighters-hired to fight
on their sde-and came away comforted. These were tough, seasoned veterans, on fast, dim horseslike
these farmers had never seen before-but they smiled at children, offered bits of candy, and let toddlers
rideonaled horse,

They had faced mages and won. When someone managed to find a Skybolt who knew either
trade-tongue or had a sketchy grasp of VVademaran and managed to ask through the medium of painfully
dow pantomime about fighting againgt mages, the answer dways surprised the questioner, for it was
invarigbly ashrug, and areply of, "they die." Kero finaly reduced it to afew smple sentences she had the
officersteach the troops.

"Tdl them 'mages are human. They bleed if you cut them, dieif you strike them right. They need
to eat, and they get tired if they work magic for too long. And there are things to stop them and things
their magic can't work on-"" And then would follow thelist of al thelittle tricks every Guild mere knew;
sdt and herbs, holy talismans, disrupting the mage's concentration, pell breking by interfering with the
components, sneeking up and taking the mage from behind, even overwheming the mage with arush of
arrows or bodies so that he couldn't counter every one before he was taken down.

These farmer-folk and tradesmen, crafters and herders, were ordinary people. They'd heard dl
the old tales, and nothing they heard gave them any confidence that they could do anything to protect
themselves. The power of amage seemed enormous and unstoppable, like athunderstorm.



To betold, by those who had faced them and won, that mages were just another kind of fighter,
with wegpons that determination could counter, gave the common people courage they hadn't had
before, and anew trust in these foreign soldiers.

All of whichwasdl to the good, so far as Kero was concerned. A friendly civilian populaceis
the best ally amerc can have; that was one of Tarmas maxims-and Ardana had certainly proved what
kind of enemy an unfriendly civilian popul ace could become, down in Segjay. The Skybolts knew the
maxim, and the drill, and even here, where haf of them didn't even know the language well enough to ask
for the jakes, they were leaving dlies on the road behind them.

Thiskind of behavior was so ingrained in Kero and her troops that when Heralds Taliaand Dirk
rodein, about aweek out of Haven, Kero was more than alittle surprised by the broad grin of approval
the latter sported.

They arrived just after camp had been set up, and Kero was huddling over her brazier. Thewind
was particularly bitter, and seemed to find every weak point in the tent; the walls dternately flapped and
belied, and Kero was hoping to get her cold bonesinto her bed where she a least had a chance of
getting them warm. Sheld been expecting the arrival of an escort at any point, so when arunner brought
her word of the Heralds arrival, she grumbled alittle, threw alittle more charcod on the brazier, kicked
loose belongings under the cot, and went back to trying to soak up a bit more heat until her orderly
brought them to the tent, both of them muffled up in thick white cloaks, like waking snowdrifts.

But when they entered and Kero invited them to join her in hot tea, Dirk's open friendliness came
as something of a shock. Back in Rethwellan both the Heralds had been close-mouthed, but Dirk had
been practicaly mute, with an overtone of suspicion. Now he acted like she was along-lost cousin, his
homely face made handsome by hisgenuine amile.

Now what on earth caused that? she wondered. They made some small talk, and as soon asthe
teaarrived, Kero asked, cautioudy, " So, now that were within aweek of Haven, how do your Queen
and her Lord Marshd fed about our arrival? |'s there anything we should expect?' Dirk laughed, and
shook his head.

"If you're expecting a cool reception, you aren't going to get it, Captain. Y ou and your Skybolts
have handled yoursdlves exceptionally well on the march up; she's very pleased with your diplomacy and
restraint and-"

"Diplomacy?' Kero said, too annoyed to be polite. "Restraint? What did she think we were going
to do, ride down little children, rape the sheep, and wreck the taverns?'

"Wdll-" Dirk looked embarrassed.

That's exactly what they expected. Which we knew, redly.

"Herdd, we are professonas,” shesad tiredly. "Wefight for aliving. This does not make us
animds. Infact, on thewhole, | think you'l find that my troopers, mae and femae, arelesslikely to
causetrouble in atown than your average | ot of spoiled-rotten highborn brats.”

Dirk flushed, adeep crimson. "All we haveto go on are stories-"

"Y es, well, you should hear some of the stories down south about Shin'ain war steeds or



Herads. The latter are demons and the former are basically ugly Companions,” she said, mustering up a
frank smile. "Now, one man's demon is another man'sangd, and since the lads calling you lot ‘demonic'
were thieves and scum that would rather do anything than work, I'll withhold my judgment on that. But |
rideawar steed and while she'savery intelligent beast, specialy bred for what she does, she's nothing
like a Companion. So-"

"So we shouldn't have been so quick to give credenceto stories,” Talia chuckled, bending alittle
closer to thefire. "A well-deserved rebuke. But | haveto tell you, Captain, that | think we were rightfully
surprised at the way you've made friends for yourselves coming up the road. We were expecting to have
to do alot of caAming of nerves on your behaf; our people aren't used to the concept of mercenaries, and
what they know about them is mostly bad. But you've done al our work for us."

Kero shrugged, secretly pleased, and put another scoop of charcoad on thefire. "Well, one of my
Clanmother's Shin'din sayingsis, ‘A dighted friend is more dangerous than an enemy.' Wetry to operate
by that in friendly territory, and redly, it isn't that hard unless the people redly have a bad attitude toward
mercsin generd. Infact, there was only one problem | had-and it seemsto bein the family tradition-"

"Oh?' Dirk said, he and Taiaboth looking puzzled.

She sighed. "All their lives, my grandmother and her sheenedrawere plagued by the songs of a
particular mingtrel. The things he told about them were hadf-true at best, and led to al kinds of problems
about what people expected from them. Well, when | was young and foolish and very full
of-mysdl f-someone wrote a song about me. It's called 'Kerowyn's Ride,' and to my utter disgust, it seems
to have penetrated language barriers.”

Dirk looked asif hewas having ahard time keeping from laughing. So did Tdia
"I know the song," the woman said, her face full of mirth. "In fact, I've sung it.”

"| was afraid of that. Do | dare hope no one in your Court knowsit's about me?'
Tdiasmiled. "Asfar as| know, they don't. But it'savery popular song.”

Kerowyn spped her tea, wondering for amoment if there was anyone in the world who hadn't
heard the song.

"My troopersareridiculoudy proud of that, and | can't get them to stop telling peoplethat I'm
that Kerowyn. And as soon as your villagers would find that out. 1'd wind up having to listen to whatever
unholy rendition of it someone had come up with inthisvillage. And | don't even likemost music,” she
concluded plaintively.

Dirk was red-faced with the effort of holding in laughter.

Kero glowered at him, but that only seemed to make it worse. ™Y ou should have had to sit
through some of those performances;”" she growled. "The Revenie Temple children's chair, the oldest fart
in Thornton accompanying himsalf on hurdy-gurdy, apair of religious sopranos who seemed to think the
thing was a dia ogue between the Crone and the Maiden-and at |east a dozen woul d-be Bards with
out-of-tune harps. Mingrels. I'd like to strangle the entire breed.”

That did it; Dirk couldn't restrain himself any longer. He excused himsdf in achoking voice, and
fled outside. Oncethere, hisbellows of laughter were just as clear asthey would have been if he'd been



ingdethetent'sfour wals.
"Oh, well," Kero said with resignation. "At least he didn't laugh in my face.”

Tdiawasalittle better at controlling hersdlf. "I can seewhereit would get tiresome, especidly if
you don't care for music.”

"| don't like vocal music,” Kero explained forlornly. "And thereason | don't likeit is because
every damn fool that can tell one note from another thinks he rates right up there with Master Bards. |
have perfect pitch, Herad-nothing ese, | certainly am no performer-but | do have perfect pitch, and my
relative pitch isjust as good. Out-of-tune amateurs make my skin crawl, likefingernailson date. And it's
no great benefit to have had a song written about you, either-just you wait, one of these daysit'll happen
to you, and then that tall fellow out there won't find it so funny to heer it every night for afortnight straight,
and only onceindl that timewill it be sung well."

"You'reright, Captain,” Dirk said contritely from the door flap. "I gpologize. But | wish you could
have seen your own expression.”

"I'm glad | couldn't. Listen, there's something | need to tell you people about. | didn't mention this
before, but | had mages with thistroop. Real mages practicing real magic." She watched them carefully to
see what their reactionsto thiswould be. "Most merc Companies do, if they can afford them, and we

"Had?' Dirk replied, after along moment of silence. "Doesthat mean you didn't bring them with
you?”

She couldn't read anything from ether of them-and thiswas not thetimeto try prying into
anyonesmind.

Especidly not aHerad, who might catch her at it.

"No," shesaid, honestly, "I tried to bring them with me, but they were stopped at the Border. By
what, they couldn't tell me-only that it felt asif something was watching them, waking and deeping. It
finaly got so bad they begged me to send them home before they went mad. That is evidently the reason
why you don't have real mages herein Vademar. Something doesn't want them here, and stares at them

until they go away."

Like the time with Eldan, she was having to fight something to get every word out, and she spoke
dowly o that the effort wouldn't be noticed. It doesn't explain why something around here doesn't want
you even knowing about magic, but that's not my problem. Aslong asit doesn't freeze the wordsin my
throat, | don't care.

Need's been awfully quiet, but it really doesn't fed like the sword's being tampered with, it's
beginning to fed asif Need doesn't want to draw attention to itsef. Which isfinewith me. It meanssheis
dill working.

The wind howled around the corners of the tent, and Tdia pulled her white cloak closer.

"It certainly doesexplain alot,” she said, dowly. "Though I'm not sure what it means or where it
comesfrom.”



"It would probably take avery powerful mage to get around something like that," Dirk put in.
"Maybe by somehow disguising his nature?’
Kero shrugged.

"Y ou could be right, but other than the fact that I've lost the use of my mages, it really doesn't
matter. And if | wereyou, | wouldn't count on this effect saving Vademar from magesin thefuture. My
grandmother always said that every spell ever cast could be broken, and if Ancar has a strong enough
mage in hisback pocket, he can take the thing down atogether. Since | have lost the mages, I'm going to
have to talk with more of you Heradsto find out what you can do. I'm pretty certain you can make up
for them, but I'll have to know what your limits are. One other thing-you might | et the Queen know that
having worked pretty closdly with al my mages and having watched my grandmother at work, | would
say I'm afair hand at judging mage-powers and what they can and cannot do.”

"That's easily enough done, Captain,” Dirk said, standing up. "Isthere anything else we can do
for you?'

"No, not until we get to Haven and we can get into ared barracks building and | can get warm
again." Kero remained seated when Dirk waved her down. "Unless you can conjure me up atent that's
tighter than thisone. I'm looking forward to meeting Queen Selenay.”

"Well, she'slooking forward to meeting you," Tdiasaid with asmile, as she smiled back over her
shoulder. "I think you're going to like each other agreet ded.”

Queen Sdlenay was the sister Kero would have chosen if sheld been given the power to make
that choice; Kero knew it the moment their eyes met, blue to blue-green. They could easily have been
ssters, too; Kero judged herself to be Selenay's senior by no more than two or three years.

"Captain Kerowyn," the Queen said, risng from behind her desk, and holding out her hand with
no formality at dl. "I'm very glad to finaly meet you, and equaly glad that the years have brought you the
kind of fortune Eldan said you deserved. Please, sit down." The mention of Eldan's name startled her; she
swallowed with difficulty, and she searched the Queen's face carefully before accepting her hand.

"That could be consdered faint praise, your Mgesty," shereplied cautioudy, as shetook achair.
"Therésa Shin'ain curse considered to be very potent: 'May you get exactly what you deserve.™

Sdenay laughed, avevety laugh with no sgn of mdiceinit. "I'm sure neither of us meant it that
way-and | am not 'your Mgesty' among my commanders. On the field, the Lord Marsha ranksme, so
I'mjust plain 'Sdenay'.”

There was nothing in the Queen's gppearance to suggest that her statement was either coy or
fdse modesty.

She was dressed dmost identically to Tdia, who now stood at her side, in the uniform Kero had
learned was called "Herdd's Whites." Herein Vademar, it seemed, Heralds dressed all in white, Bards
in scarlet, and Hedlersin green. Kero rather liked that last; it would make finding the Healers much easier
in battlefield conditions.



On the other hand, on that same battlefield, as she had once pointed out to Eldan, those white
uniforms must surely shout "I'm attarget! Hit me!”

The only difference between Talia's and Sdlenay's uniforms wasthat Talia openly carried along
knife, and wore breeches, and Sdlenay wore akind of divided riding skirt that gave the appearance of a
little more formdlity without sacrificing too much in theway of mobility. The Queen'sthick,
shoulder-length blonde hair was confined by asimple gold circlet--there was no other outward sign of
her rank. Even this office, thefirst room of the Royd Suite, was furnished quite plainly. There were two
old tapestries on the wall, afew chairs chosen more for comfort than looks, and adark wooden desk
cluttered with papers, there was no indication anywhere that this room was used by anyone with any kind
of rank.

"We're under wartime conditions here, Captain," Selenay continued, accepting Kero's scrutiny
serendy. "1 don't know what you were anticipating, but | am expecting a certain amount of work out of
your troops until we take the field.”

Hmm. Better make some things plain-like we aren't miracle workers.

"I'll tell you this honestly, your-Selenay,” Kero replied. "'If you're expecting usto turn to and help
with everything except training green recruits, well be able to do what you want. But if you thought we
could take plowboys and make specidist cavdry out of them in lessthan afortnight, you might aswell
just send us straight out to where you expect Ancar, because we can't do it. Nobody can.”

Selenay nodded quickly, asif that was what she had expected Kero would say.

"I redizethat. What 1'd like your people to do iswork with the mounted troops we've gotten
from some of the highborn, privately recruited, maintained, and trained. | expect some of them will be
dreadful; I'd like the dreadful ones weeded out and put somewhere harmless. Some will be margina, and
those well put with the mounted Guard units, the ones | had out chasing bandits. The good ones|'d like
you to train as much as you can, so that they'll work together

without charging into each other."

"Which iswhat they're doing at the moment,” Taiaadded from behind the Queen. "If the Situation
wasn't so bad, 1'd advise keeping them around for entertainment.”

K ero managed to keep her face straight. Selenay's mouth quirked up at one corner, but she did
likewise

"Keep the Lord Marsha appraised on adaily basis; I've appointed aliaison for you." Kerowyn
was impressed and relieved, both. Selenay had a good grasp of what was possible and what was not,
and was willing to settle for the possible. That made her job that much easier.

"Cando," shereplied, raxing. "Who's my liaison to the Lord Marshd?"

"My daughter, Elspeth,” Sdlenay said, and Kero's heart sank. Just what | need, a
know-everything princess at my hedls. | wonder if | can convince Andersto charm her and get her of my
way-with those big, brown eyes, the beautiful body, and al the rest of it, he should-A rap on the door to
the Queen's quartersinterrupted them, and as Kero turned, startled, another dim young woman in Whites
dipped insde, abrown-haired, brown-eyed girl with a startling resemblance to Faram.

"Mother, I'm sorry I'm late, but there was & she stopped instantly as Selenay held up her hand.



"Y ou're here now, and you can tell mewhat delayed you later. Elspeth, thisis Captain Kerowyn.
Captain, your liaison, my daughter.” The girl's eyes went round with surprise, and she crossed the room
quickly, to take Kero's hand in as firm a clasp as her mother had.

"I'm dreadfully sorry, Captain," she said in accentless Rethwellan. "'If I'd known you were arriving
today, I'd have arranged things differently. We Hera ds have to spend our first year or two acting as
arbitrators and judges under the supervision of asenior Herald-normaly that's outside Haven, where we
can't run home to mamawhen athunderstorm hits, but snce I'm the Heir, they won't let me do that. Go
out inthe Fidd, I mean, not run hometo mama." Kero blinked. Well, thisisamazing. First highborn child
I've ever met who wasn't ether spoiled or convinced rank aone conferred wisdom.

"I can understand the congtraints,” shereplied, in Elspeth'stongue. "All it would take would be
one stray arrow.”

Elspeth sighed. "I know, but the problem isthat since I'm not out of reach, the Weaponsmaster
seemsto think | have dl thetime | need for lessoning and practice, and Herald Presen keegps assigning
me to another city court and | still have al the Council meetings as Heir-and Mother, Teren said to tell
you that-"

"I havethe War Council, I know. So do you, and I'm bringing the Captain along.” Selenay smiled
fondly on her offspring, and Kero didn't blame her. Kero echoed the smile. There wasn't going to be any
trouble in working with this one.

Then, out of nowhere, Need roused, for the first time since crossing the Border-focused on
Elspeth. And for one moment, sang.

Kero fet asif someone had dropped her insde ameta bell, then hit the outsde with ahammer.
She and the sword vibrated together for what seemed like forever, with everything, everything, focused
on Elspeth, who seemed entirdly unaware that anything was going on. She kept right on with her
conversation with her mother, while Kero tried to regain her scattered wits,

There was no doubt in her mind that Need had found the person she wanted to be passed on to.
But-now?

She thought that question at the sword as hard as she could, but the blade was entirely quiescent
once more, asif nothing had happened.

Blessed Agnira, Kero thought, mortally glad that Selenay and her daughter were till deepin
conversaion.

Isthat what the thing did to Grandmother thefirst time | showed up on her doorstep? No, it
couldn't have. For one thing, she wasn't wearing it at the time. But I'd be willing to bet thisis how that old
fighter that passed it to her fdlt.

Well, at least the stupid thing wasn't going to ingst on being handed over immediately. Maybe it
sensed that Kero was going to require its power in the not-too-distant future. And surdly it knew-if it was
aware-that shed fight it on that point until thiswar was over.

Fine, she decided, as Selenay turned away from her daughter, and gestured that the two of them



should followed her out the door. I'll worry about it later. We al have other things to worry about-and Il
be damned if I'll givethisthing to aperfectly nice child like Elgpeth with no warning of what it cando to
her!

And she thought straight at the blade-So don't you go trying your tricks on her-or I'll see that she
drops you down awell!

Twenty-two

Spring isalousy timeto fight, Kero thought, peering through the drizzle, as droplets condensed
and ran down her nose and into her eyes. She wiped them away in bleak misery. And if that fool isgoing
to attack, you'd think he'd pick better weather than this. Fog and rain, what adimy mess.

She stood beside the mare on the only significant eevation in the area. Though it stood well
above the surrounding countryside, it wasn't doing her any good. This miasma had reduced visibility to a
few lengths, and the only way she was going to find anything out was through the scouts and outriders.

Hellsbane shivered her skin to shed collected water droplets. Kero wished she could do the
same. If Selenay's people hadn't insisted that here and now was where Ancar was going to make hisfirst
attempt, expecting no resistance, she'd have goneright back to the tent where it was warm. Her hands
ached with cold, and there was aleaky place in her rain cloak just above her right shoulder.

But the tent was dready packed up, and the Heralds with the Gift of ForeSight hadn't been
wrong o far.

The only troops on the field today were the Skyboltsin Vademar colors. To them would fal the
task of harrying Ancar for the first couple of engagements, of wearing him out before he ever
encountered red Vademar troops, and of confusing him with tactics he wouldn't have expected out of
regular army troopers.

They'd staged their defense with an eye to making him lose his more mobile fighters early on. The
troops Ancar would meet for the next severa dayswere all mounted; the foot troops would meet up with
them farther north.

Kero's plan was to make every inch of ground Ancar gained into an expensive mistake, and to
lure him northward with the illusion of success, when dl thetime he was only moving aong hisown
border.

When Kero had explained, as ddlicately as possble, her Company's other specidty, Selenay had
given her another pleasant surprise.

"Y ou mean you're saboteurs?' shed exclaimed with delight.

"A whole Company of dirty tricksters? Bright Astera, why didn't you say that before? For
Haven's sake, if anyone questions your tactics, send them to me, I'll back you!" So now Kero and the
Skybolts had carte blanche to do whatever they needed to. Which wasjust aswell, redlly, since they
would have done so anyway.

| thought some of the thingswe'd run into before were odd, but thisis stranger than snake fed,
she thought, recaling her presentation to the War Council once sheld finaly worked out agenera plan
based on the tentative one sheld put together with Daren. Firdt, the "watchers," whatever they were-then



thefact that it'slike driving nailsinto stoneto talk to people around here about magic-but then there'sthe
busnesswith Iftdl. It'slike the country wasinvisble from ingde Vademar. It's on the map, but their eyes
dideright by it. "We bascaly haveto get Ancar in apincer, and leave him with only one avenue of
escape. Our best bet right now isto get him right up againgt the Iftel border, and trap him there," sheld
said to the War Council.

And they had, to aman and woman, looked absolutely blank.
Findly, "Ifted?" fatered Tdia, asif she had trouble even saying the name. "Why Ifte ?"

"Because of what I've been told by the Guild,” Kero had said to them all. "That Iftdl protects
itself-by making you forget it exists, and keeping you out if it doesn't want you in. | think you've just
confirmed the first, which makes me think the second istrue, too."

"Iftel is-strange," Selenay admitted. "I do have an ambassador there, anon-Herald. They-how
odd, they didn't want aHerald there at dl. Y et they have never, ever threatened usin al our history, and
they have sgned somefairly binding treaties that they never will. From al accounts, though, the country is
just as strange as the Pelagirs, and that is very strange indeed.”

That matched with what Kero had been told by the Guild. They didn't have arepresentative
there, but it wasn't because they'd been barred from the place. It was because every time they'd sent
someonein, hed nearly died of boredom. Iftel had no bandits. Iftdl had its own standing militia, organized
at the county levd. Iftel hired no mercenaries-because Iftel needed no mercenaries.

Occasiondly young folk got restless enough to leave, but that was the only time the Guild ever
got members from Iftel, and they never went back home.

Iftel took care of itsdf, thank you.

Will, that made it agood place to take a stand; Ancar's forces would be squeezed against the
Iftel border to the north, Vademar's forces would be to the west, and Rethwel lan's-hopefully-would be
coming up from the south.

Kero wiped rain out of her eyes, without doing much good. She still couldn't see past the bottom
of thehill.

But somewhere out beyond in the fog, the speciaists had been at work, and if the Foreseers
wereright, in the next candle mark or so, Ancar's forward troops would run right into something nasty
that wasn't supposed to be there.

The skirmishers stirred restlessly below her, waiting for their chance. Today waslikely to bethe
only easy day of the campaign, which waswhy Kero had wanted only her Company inonit. They knew
that awar is neither lost nor won in the first battle, and they knew very well that one easy day isthe
exception, not therule.

But if Sdlenay's greener forces were in on this, when the going got rougher and rougher, they
might see every day after the easy one as a constant series of defeats, and lose heart. In fact, Kero
hoped shewouldn't lose asingle fighter thisfirst day, but she knew aswell as anyone on thefield that
engagements like that came once in acareer and never again.

So were due one.



The sound of muffled hoofbegats came through the fog; years of practice had enabled Kero to
pinpoint where sound was redlly coming from on days of rotten visibility.

It'sfrom the ambush site. | think we're about to get some action. One of the scouts materiaized
out of the drizzle and pelted up the hillside, hishorse mired to the belly.

"They're coming on, Captain, straight for the trap.”

Her heartbeat quickened, in spite of years of experience. "Good," shereplied, and the Herad
beside her slently relayed that on to the rest of his kind-which included Sdlenay and Elspeth. "Tell the
rest that if it lookslike hes straying, teesehiminto it.”

"Sir." The scout sluted, and pelted off again, vanishing back into the migt like aghost.

The"trap" was aswamp-a swamp that hadn't been there aweek ago. But last month Kero's
experts had diverted asmdll river from its bed, severa leagues away, and had confined its waters behind
an earthen dam just above the flat, grassy meadow the ForeSeers said Ancar was aming for. Then, two
nights ago, they had broken the dam.

Now the place was two and three feet deep in water and mud, al covered by the long grass
growing there and the luxuriant, green, moss like scum floating on the top. One of Kero'sHedlershad a
remarkable ability with plants, and, much to everyone's surprise and delight, the Heralds were able to
feed him energy. Between the scum they'd cultured with tender care on the temporary lake for the past
month, and the accelerated growth of the past two nights, they now had the kind of cover that normally
took haf the summer to grow. It looked just like solid land-until you tried to walk onit.

Now was when Kero missed her mages the most. They would have been ableto createillusons
of solid land and phantoms of VVademar forces dong with thoseillusons.

That would have lured Ancar's people into a charge right into the worst of the muck. And once
the charge had tarted, the momentum of the troops behind the front line would have driven the rest even
deeper. Whole wars had been won with blunders like that.

Instead she could only wait for hisfront line to wander into the swamp, and bring her skirmishers
around to harry him deeper into the mire. Supposedly there was a Herald out there also diverting water
from anearby spring to come up behind him, so that he'd have muck on three sides, but she wasn't
counting on that.

Hoofbests again in the mist, but this time the scout didn't bother to gallop up the hillside; he just
waved, and turned back. That wasthe signa Kero had been waiting for. She vaulted into her saddle, and
whistled.

Below her, the skirmishers moved out at a careful walk, so that every part of theline stayed in
contact with the part next to it.

"Fighting in conditions like these was hellish and it was appalingly easy to fire on some vague
shape out there, only to discover that it was one of your own.

"Friendly fireisn't." That was one of Tarmas Shin'din sayings, succinct, and to the point. We
haven't lost a Skybolt to friendly fire yet, she thought, as she sent her horse carefully picking her way



down the dick, grassy dope. | don't want to start now.

TheHerdd and his Companion followed her, silent asapair of ghosts, and hardly more
subgantid inthe mist.

For once that white uniform was an advantage. She urged Hellsbane into a brief trot at the
bottom of the hill, then reined the war steed in once they caught up with the skirmishers. She was
anchoring the western most portion of the line, the place where Ancar's men might get around them if
they weren't vigilant. They sure ashdll can't go south.

Another reason not to have Vademar regulars on this action: most of the ground to the south was
booby trapped and Kero didn't want the green troops to wander into it. Any place horses or foot could
get through was thick with trip-wires, pit-traps-and gopher-holes. One of the Heralds, it seemed, had a
Gift of "gpesking” to animas, and he must have called in every mole and gopher for leagues around to
undermine thosefidds. No horse could ever get safdly acrossthose fidds, and it was evenrisking a
broken ankleto try if you were afoot.

Regulars might forget that. The Skybolts would sooner forget their pay.

So the south was booby-trapped, then came the swamp on the west. The only "safe” ground was
to the north, which was exactly where they wanted Ancar to go. That was the side they'd contest, and
they were going to have to makeit look asif they'd come upon Ancar by accident.

If he thought they were asmall force of Sdlenay's Guard- which we are, smal that is-backed by
nobody-which we aren't -depending mostly on the treacherous terrain to protect this section of the
Border, held be on them like abound on ahare. Meanwhile, they'd try and stay just out of hisrange ("If
the enemy iswithin firing range, so areyou,” Tarmas voice croaked in her mind), and pick as many of his
men off asthey could before he extracted them from the mire. That was the heart and soul of Kero's
drategy in thisfirs engagement.

Up ahead in the migt, and far to her right, Kero heard awild horn call; it sounded exactly likea
young bugler in apanic, and she mentally congratulated Geyr on hisimitation fear. That wasthe sgna
that the right flank was up even with the edge of the swamp, and the enemy wasin sight. She took
Hellsbane up to afast walk, and the rest followed her lead.

Then the mare planted al four feet and snorted; she whistled, and the line stopped moving.
They'd planted the edge of the bad ground with wild onions, and the moment Hell shane had smelled one,
she'd known to stop.

Right at thispoint, it wasn't marsh, but it was waterlogged and soft, and not what any of them
wanted to take a horse through. Besides, in afew moments, the enemy would come to them.

The mist muffled noise, but as Kero strained to hear past the sounds of her own people, she
made out faint cries and things that sounded like shouted orders and curses, off to her right and ahead.
And they were coming closer with every moment. She whistled again; the sgna was repeated up and
down theline, and asif they werereflections of asingle man, every Skybolt dipped his short horse-bow
or crossbow from its oiled case, strung or cocked it, set one arrow on the string, and put another
between histeeth or behind his ear.

Thelir range with these wegponswas far longer than their current range of visibility. Therewould
be oneideal moment, when they knew the enemy was coming, but he didn't know the Skybolts were



there, when they would have the best chance of trimming down some of the front ranks. It was the best
opportunity that they'd likely ever get during the march north; the point where the enemy forces would be
just barely visble as vague shapes moving through the midt.

No one aimed yet. Kero strained her eyesfor thefirst sgn of the enemy, knowing that every one
of her people was doing the same. The skirmishers knew to fire as soon as they thought they saw
anything, and never mind bothering about targets; the mist would be too deceptive to allow for accurate
shooting anyway, and the more arrows that sped toward the enemy lines, the likelier the chances of
actudly hitting someone. Any injury isanuisance, in aswvamp, any injury could befatal.

She heard splashing, and thought she saw something hesitated a moment. There, to the right-was
that-yes!

The thought actudly followed on the act of aiming, firing, and nocking a second arrow and firing
again. Nor was shedone, virtualy al of the fightersin her immediate vicinity had done the same, and the
shouts and screams from the billowing fog were al the reward any of them could have asked for.

The enemy surged forward; became, for amoment, more than just shapes. Now they were
targets, and the hail of shafts became more deadly-accurate. The Skyboltsfired, and fired again, while
Ancar'sforcestried in vain to get their own archersinto postion, and lost man after man to the wicked
little arrows. Half of the skirmishersfired Shin'ain bows; powerful out of dl proportion to their Size, made
of laminated wood, horn, and sinew. Thelittle arrows couldn't penetrate good armor, but they could and
did find the joints, the neck, the hdm ditsdl the smal but numerous weak spotsin acommon soldier's
war-gear. The other half of the Skybolts used heavy horse-crossbhows-which could penetrate armor, and
often entire bodies, though the short-bowmen got off four shotsfor every single crossbow bolt. Thetrade
wasworth it, Snce they made a devastating combination.

Hellshane stood as steady as a statue under her, ignoring the screams and the whirring of arrows
al around her. Ancar'sforces floundered in the mud for long enough to lose plenty of men, before the
armored officersthat weren't dropped by the crossbows pulled them back into the cover of the mist. A
few moments|later, Kero heard the whistled signd farther up the line, then the whir of arrows and the
shouts and cries of pain started all over again, off beyond thewall of fog.

We probably aren't doing more than nibble away at him, she thought, trying to judge the Size of
the army from the soundsin the murk. But right now I'll bet the front rank isn't avery popular placeto be.

But the sun began to break through the clouds, and the drizzle lessened. Whether Ancar had
westher-working mages with him, or whether it was just the time for the wesather to clear, Kero couldn't
tell. It looks natural enough, she decided, as the sun became avisible disk through the overcast. Well, no
streak of luck runsforever.

Ancar's officers had figured out what was happening, too; the sounds from out of the mist
quieted, except for the moaning of those unfortunates wounded and left behind in the muck astheir
comrades retreated. Kero whistled another signdl, also passed up the line-Geyr sounded hisbugle again,
gl in character as afrightened youngster. As soon as the mist broke and the enemy could see them
clearly, she expected acharge, and she wanted the Skybolts ready to move just beforeit came.

The sun broke through the clouds, and thefog lifted in arush, asif frightened away by the light.
That was when the Skybolts saw the true size of the force facing them.

The sun blazed down on thefield, asif to make up for the fact that it had hidden al morning,



Kero hadn't known what size of army to expect, and had planned for the worst, but hoped for the best.
In that fleeting instant between when the enemy officers sghted them, and their trumpeters sounded a
charge, Kero had time first to curse, then to be very thankful that the only troops here were hers. The
veteran Skyboltswould fake a panic and turn tail, just as the plan dictated. If Selenay's green forces had
been faced with this sght, the panicked flight might well have been redl. She couldn't imagine unseasoned
fighters being able to hold againgt something likethis.

There seemed no end to them; they filled the valey, and spilled out over the hillsbeyond. She
couldn't imagine where Ancar had gotten so many men-and they were al men, al that she could see,
anyway. That initsdf was ominous; why not have femdefighters, archersat least?

Bloody hell. Better get out of range, quick! She gave Hellsbane her cue, and the mare reared as
if spurred, screamed and dewed around on her hindquarters, and lurched into agallop. The rest of her
fightersweren't far behind her. She bent over Hellshane's neck and looked back over her shoulder.

As she had expected, Ancar's officers reacted to that apparent ssampede by frantically signaling a
charge. But they didn't know the ground, and Kero and her native guides did.

Their mounted troops were on tired beasts that had just spent the last candle mark struggling
through mire. And the poor things weren't Shin'ain-bred. They did their best, but before they'd even
gotten to firm ground, the Skybolts were well out of range of even the heaviest crossbow. Once on firm
ground, they still weren't amatch for Shin'din-bred speed and stamina. The lead continued to open. She
grinned, ferdly Never reckoned on that, did you, m'lord Ancar?

Kero hafway expected them to give up and turn back, but they didn't; that meant it wastimeto
give them another goading. She wheeled Hellsbane at the top of the dope, and raised her hand; a
heartbest |ater, the rest of the Skybolts joined her on the ridge, already readying another flight of arrows,
and as she brought her hand down, they rained missiles down on the cavary struggling up the dope
toward them. Horses and riders dike fell screaming in pain, and as the front rank went down, they
tripped the ranks behind, bringing the charge to chaos. She hated to do it, but horses were harder to
replace than fighters, so horses were fair targets.

Thistime she only alowed time for one crossbow volley before sgnaling that it wastimeto run
agan.

She thought that surely they'd turn back now-but when she looked back over her shoulder asthe
Skybolts pounded down the other side of the hill, she saw the first of them, silhouetted against the sky,
dill coming.

What in hell isdriving these men? What could be so bad behind them that they'd rather face this?

She debated stopping a second time and letting off another volley, but something deep inside her
told her that might not be wise. In another moment, she was very glad shed made that decision, for riding
at the head of the charge, on a strange, homed creature that was not a horse, was an unarmored man
dressed in brilliant scarlet.

A mage. She made a split-second decision. Need would protect her-but she didn't know if it
could till protect therest of her troops without Quenten there to make sure of the extension of the spell.
Asdways, Hdlshane wasin the lead, whether in retregt or in the charge; she waved to her Lieutenantsto
go on without her, and pulled the mare up, reining her around, and readying her own bow.



This one had better count-She raised the bow, arrow pulled to her ear; saw the mageraise his
hands-gesture, athrowing motion ft atingle dl over her body, like the pins-and-needles of alimb
waking from being benumbed-And heard, in the back of her mind, an angry humming, asif shed roused
ahivefull of enraged bees.

Need? What's the damned thing doing thistime?

She wastoo far away to see the mage's face-he was redlly at the extreme of her best range-but
he raised his hands again as she loosed her arrow, and his abrupt movement seemed to speak of anger
and puzzlement.

She never even saw the arrow in flight; neither did he, or he might have been able to deflect it
arcanely. But asthetingle increased, so did the humming, until it ssemed to be actualy in her ears. And
not two lengths from him, the arrow she had loosed suddenly incandesced, and flared to an intolerable
brightness asit hit him squardly in the chest, burying itsdf right to the feathers.

Hefroze for amoment in mid-gesture, then dowly toppled from his mount, which turned-of al
unlikely things-into amilch-cow. An exhausted, gaunt cow, that wandered two or three steps, then fell
over onitssSde, unabletoriseagan.

The humming stopped, and Kero was not about to wait around to seeif her action stopped the
pursuit. She turned Hellshane in apivot on her two rear hooves, and continued her flight, giving the mare
her head until the war steed caught up with the rest of the troops. She didn't look back. If there's anything
more back there, | don't want to know about it.

Héellsbane was no longer running easily; sweat foamed on her neck, and Kero felt her sdes heave
under her legs.

Findly thelaboring of their horses forced them to dow and thistime, when they dowed to awak
and looked back, there was no one in sight. The horses drooped, gasping great gulps of air, coats
sodden with sweat. Shefdt guilty for having had to push them so much.

And she was profoundly grateful that she wasn't going to have to push them any more. It looked
asif Ancar didn't have anymore magesto spare.

Gods be praised. | don't think I'll get to pull that off a second time. They weren't expecting
Need-now they'll be doubly careful. And damned if | know what it was she did to my arrow. She's never
done anything like that before.

Then again, we've never fought in service of afemale monarch against amale enemy before, an
enemy who wants the monarch's hide for arug, and that's just for abeginning.

The Herdd gave her apeculiar look when she took Hellsbane in beside him, but he didn't say
anything. She wondered how much of the exchange with the mage he had seen, then decided that it realy
didn't matter.

"l don't see any reason to dter the plan yet," shetold him. "Tell Sdenay to bring up her light
cavary behind us-l don't think welll be seeing any more action today, but | didn't think they'd follow us
over that first ridge, either. We need arear guard, at least for the moment.”

He nodded, and went off into hislittle trance, and his Companion gave her one of those



blue-eyed sares that Eldan's Companion Ratha had sometimesfixed her with.

She nudged-the mare with her hedl, and moved Hellshane ahead of them, suddenly uneasy with
the penetrating intelligence behind those eyes. She had the fedling that even if the Herald had missed the
mage's attack and defeat, his Companion hadn't.

He doesn't know what to make of me, either. He's giving me one of those looks, like he had
thought | wasjust a grunt-fighter, and now he's not so sure.

It was amost unnerving feeling, and she began to have an idea how Quenten and the others had
felt, before they'd quit Valdemar and headed home.

It felt asif shewas being weighed and tested against some unknown standard. And what was
more, shedidnt likeit.

Findly she couldn't take any more of it. She dropped Hellsbane back, and ddliberately made eye
contact with the Companion. His Herald was il off in the clouds somewhere, communing with his
brethren, which left the field safe for what she intended to do-Which wasto drop shields, and think
directly at the creature, "L ook, | don't tell you how to do your job. I'm doing what | pledged Selenay I'd
do, and what's more, I'm doing a damned piece of work so far. Y ou keep your prejudicesto yourself
and stay the hell out of my way and my head so | can keep doing it!"

The Companion started and jerked his head up, his eyeswide, asif shed stung him with apebble
in the hindquarters. She dammed her shields shut again, and sent Hellsbane into atired canter that took
her to the front of the troop.

And when next she looked back, the Companion met her gaze with awary respect-and nothing
more.

She couldn't help hersdlf; shewore asmug little smile al the way back to the camp.

"Don't make judgment cals; you might find yourself on the other end of one." That's another one
of Tarma's sayings. And right now, I'm as guilty of it asthat Companionis.

But damn if that didn't fee good.

Camp was acold camp; no fires, and trail rations. Tents stayed packed up; until they figured out
the pattern Ancar's troops had, Kero wasn't going to give him any vulnemble pointsto hit-like acamp.
Even with experienced fighterslike hers, "camp” meant "safe” in the back of their minds, and right now
she didn't want anyone thinking "safe.”

They'd bivouacked in agrove of hazelnut bushes, tucking bedrolls out of sight under the bushes
themsalves, helping out nature's own camouflage with artfully placed branches. From adistance, no one
would ever guess there was an entire Company of fightersand their horsesin here; it looked like any
deserted orchard. What with the three rings of perimeter guards, no one would get close enough to find
out any differently.

And that tentlessness included Kero. It was good for morae-and it made her less of atarget. She
did have one of the better bushes, aclump of them, actualy, with thick, drooping branches, but room on
theinside for three or four; and she had it done-but there were afew advantagesto being Captain.



The Herdd vanished after they'd tucked themselves up, established perimeters and set watches,
and sent the specidists off to make Ancar'slife interesting. She settled down on her bedroll with apiece
of jerky in one hand and atiny, shielded dark-lantern focused on the detailed map spread over her
knees. At some point during her study her orderly brought her a battered tin cup full of water, and
said-rather too camly-that the Herad who'd been with her this morning was being replaced.

She looked up, sharply, and saw the corners of his mouth twitching.
"Ah," shesad, and I€ft it at that.

Made himsdf unwelcome, did he? Maybe | did alittle judging, but it soundslike hedid alot
more.

Shefel adeep with aclear conscience, and aresolve not to | et the replacement get on her
officers nerves asthefirst Herald had.

In the morning, as soon as she'd gotten the reports from her scouts, she gathered her officers
together insde the heart of the grove, to lay out her next plan of action.

While she gave each Lieutenant his orders, she caught sight of something white moving up, just
out of the corner of her eye.

So our firdt liaison couldn't handle the job. A little late, my friend, she thought to herself, and |
hope you're abit more flexible than your predecessor But she otherwiseignored him until sheld finished
briefing her officers.

Only then did she turn to see who-or what-Selenay had sent to her thistime.
Andfdt asif someone had just pole axed her.
"Oh," shesad, faintly.

"I'm-uh-the replacement,” Eldan said with hesitation, playing with the ends of his Companion's
reins. "Sdenay thought you'd belesslikely to frighten us off. At least, on purpose.”

"I wouldn't count on that if | were her," Kero replied, around afunny feding in her chest, il
daring a him.

He looked wonderful; he hadn't aged to speak of, her dream Eldan become substantia. "Y ou've
never ridden with my troops. We're anasty lot, and what we meet up with tendsto be just asvicious as
weae."

"That wasn't what she meant." Eldan dropped his eyes before she did, which gave her a chance
to give him aquick once-over before he looked up again. He hadn't changed much, either; maybe the
white streaksin his hair were alittle wider, and there were a couple of smile lines around his mouth and
eyes, but otherwise he was the same. She wondered how she looked to him.

"It doesn't have to be me. If you don't want-I mean-"

"I don't,” sheinterrupted him fiercely, fairly sure what he was going to say, and not wanting to
hear it. "I can't afford aliability, not here, not now. | can't permit you to distract me from my people. If



you can do your job and leaveit at that, fine. Otherwise, find me someone else. And make sureit's
someone with guts and a sense of humor thistime. We're perilous short of both."

"I'd noticed," Eldan muttered with aflash of resentment and irritation, not quite under his bregth.

"Y ou-you what?' She stared at him for amoment, torn between wanting to laugh, and wanting to
rip hisface off for that.

Laughter won.

She leaned up against Hellshane's saddle, then shook with silent laughter, until her kneeswere
weak and tears ran down her face. Eldan just stood there, looking alittle puzzled, but otherwise keeping
hismouth shut.

"Oh, gods," she said, or rather, gasped. "Oh, dear gods. | had that coming." She pushed away
from the mare, and wiped her eyeswith the back of her hand.

"You certainly did," Eldan said agreeably. Then he widened his eyes, and histone grew
wheedling. "Come on, Kero, you need me aong just to keep you humble.”

"I do not, " sheretorted, stung. "And | don't need you pulling any 'mama, may I' acts on me. But
aslong asyou're here, you might aswell tag dong anyway."

She was tempted to jump into the saddle without using the stirrups-But that's ayoungster's
show-off trick. Besides, it wouldn't impress him.

"l wouldn't legp into the saddle like ayoung hero if | wereyou," said the familiar voicein her
head. "I'd have to match you, and I'm too old and tired for that.”

"Sureyou are.” Sheld answered him the same way without realizing it until shed done so. For the
firgt timein her life, Mindspeech felt as natura as audible speech.

Even with Warrl it had been an effort, and seemed wrong, like trying to walk on her handsand
egt with her feet.

She should have been darmed by that; she should have been unhappy to be reminded that she
had the Gift. The youngster training with Tarmawould have been ready to gut him. The Kero of ten years
ago would have ordered him out of her Company. But now-all that fuss seemed pretty stupid, and
awfully paranoid. It was an ahility, like her perfect pitch-and alot more useful. Now talking by
Mindspeech felt asif shed been doing it for years.

"Besgdes, it'sabout time you found out what military disciplineislike. It do you good. And while
we'reinthefield, it's Captain. Not Kero, not Captain Kero. Captain. Got that?"

He nodded, swinging up into his Companion's saddle. " Sorry, Captain. And | think | understand.
Thisisamilitary command, and you need adifferent kind of &ttitude from everybody connected with
your troops, right? Otherwise discipline bresks down. Herads do things differently, we encourage
familiarity, but we amogt never get it."

"Heradds don't have to command afew hundred hotblooded, hard-headed fighters, each of
whom is a sometime or other convinced he could Captain the Company better than you." She sent



Hellshane out through the bushes to the field on the other side where the Skybolts were mustering. Eldan
kept right at her side, asif they'd been doing thistogether for years.

"Y ou haven't had that particular problem for the past six fighting seasons,” he retorted, " Y our
people follow you the way no other Captain could command. Right now your only problem isthat they
are o confident in you that you're afraid they won't come to you when they think there's something
wrong with your strategy. So don't sart feding sorry for yoursdf.”

Since that was exactly what sheld been confiding in the dream-Eldan in the last dream sheld had
about him, she was understandably startled.

Shereined Hellshane in so fast that the horse reared alittle, snorting, as she whipped around in
the saddle to face him.

"How did you know that?" she blurted, flushing and chilling in turn. "I haven't said anything to
anyone about that except in dreams.” He had gone alittle pale, himsdf, "But they weren't dreams, were

they?”
Hellshane reacted to her unconscious signals, and backed up, one dow step at atime.

"| thought they were," she said, and her voice shook. "I thought you were. | thought | was going
crazy. | thought it didn't matter. If | hadn't, I'd never have said-done-half of what | did-"

"Why not?" he demanded, his Companion Ratha matching Hellsbane's every step. The mare
flattened her ears and snapped; the Companion ignored her.

"Weren't we friends, at least?| thought we were. Oh, | admit it, that was adirty trick | played on
you with the ransom, but | had no idea how desperate your Situation was. | thought your Company and
Captain were pretty much intact. If I'd known, 1'd have had Selenay send you double, with no strings
attached, and not because | felt sorry for you, no, but because we were-are-friends, and friends help
each other. But after that-the dreams-| thought I'd made amends. | needed to talk with you, needed to
bewith you. | couldn't et you just walk out of my life like that. Kero-1-I love you. I'll take anything | can
get withyou."

Sheforced hersdlf to think rationaly-after al, this wasn't much different from the way he was
Mind speaking her now-and dowly relaxed.

"l got you back with the ransom,” she reminded him, as she loosed her hands on thereins, and
Héllshane stopped backing.

He grinned at that, and nodded. "Y ou certainly did, and cleverly, too. And | wish you'd been
there to seethe old goat they sent asthe Guild proxy. He just gave me onelook, and made mefed likea
small boy who'd been caught trying to look up little girls dresses.”

She chuckled at the image he sent her; it was a Guild representative she barely recognized, but
knew by reputation, which was formidable.

"But that's not the point,” he continued. "The reason | kept coming to you isthat I'm your friend
before I'm anything else, Kero. Friends help each other, friends bring their troubles to each other,
especidly if they can't take them anywhere else. And | confided agood sharein you, didn't I?



She nodded reluctantly, once heldd caled up the memory. "Did you redly want to trangle that
idiot that much?'

"Yes," Eldan replied. "He made me angry, then made melook likeafoal in front of alot of
people because | acted out of anger before | thought. | wanted to strangle him. Y ou managed to
persuade me that the best way to win wasto ignore him. But you know-I still want to strangle him.”

Shelaughed, silently, and shook her head. All shed done with him was talk mind-to-mind-which
was probably why she was no longer so awkward at it-and take and give advice. The same kind sheld
have taken and given if they'd been talking face-to-face. That wasn't so bad. In fact, shedd enjoyediit.

| probably should be angry at him, but | can't be.

"Areyou sureyou're up to thisjob?" she asked, after along pause. "Y ou don't have to be my
ligison. I'm not the easiest person in the world to get dong with. And | wasn't joking about caling me
'Captain,’ at least in public.”

"I have my share of warts. I'll cal you anything you want. And you could do without me, you
know. Yourejust asgood at Mindspeech as| am.”

"Not achance," she snorted. "Come on, tagalong. I've got awar to run.”

Then, shyly, | loveyou, too. But you heard that, didn't you. | told you before. In dreams.”

"Youdid," hereplied promptly. "I can't promiseit won't color things. But | can and do promiseiif
it starts causing problemsfor ether of us, I'll get Selenay to assign you someone el se. She-she knows
about us. Thiswas her idea."

That put awhole new complexion on things.

"I'm a Captain firgt, and alover second. But-there just might be room for the lover, now."

"Only if it doesn't interfere.” He was adamant.

So was she.

"Only if it doesn't interfere. So far it haan't. Let'sridethisout.”

Heamiled.

"Captain, you've got yourself abargain. And arecruit.”

Today the plan called for her Company and Selenay's cavary to combine, and give Ancar just
enough of ataste of combat to make him think that they redlly were trying to keep him out of Vademar.
Then they were to pretend panic, and run for the next set of Guards, posted farther north.

The trouble was, that little taste turned into arather large and painful bite.

They spent most of the day leading the enemy overland, keeping just out of range, exhaugting his

horses while they changed off on their remounts at noon, and had fresh beaststo histired ones. Then, just
before sunset, they pretended to make a stand, teased Ancar's men into a charge, and retreated, under



covering fire.

The spot for their stand had been carefully chosen; arocky hillsde with plenty of cover, and too
many bouldersfor Ancar's cavalry to charge. Kero watched with acritical eye, carefully gauging the
weariness of Ancar'sfighters. She let three successive waves approach her position, and be driven
back-waiting for Ancar's officersto call in thetired men for the night.

Instead, they kept coming; afourth wave, and asthe sun s&t, afifth. And under torchlight, asixth.

They were running out of ammunition, energy-and still the enemy kept coming, though heleft his
dead and wounded in hegps at the foot of their stony shelter.

After the eighth wave had retreated, Kero put down her bow and sagged against her boulder
with exhaudtion.

Her asamswerelike apair of lead bars, her legs shook with weariness. And shewasin relatively
good shape.

Selenay's people, far moreinclined than hersto risk themsalves for agood shot, had managed to
populate the rude shelter the Hedlers had assembled with their wounded. Not too many Skyboltswore
bandagesyet, but if thiskept up.... She watched the torches bobbing and dancing out beyond firing range
and longed fiercely for her mages. It looked-dear gods!-like they were massing for attack wave number
nine

"l don't believethis," she muttered, staring at Ancar'slines.
"l don't ether,” said Shdlan from the other side of the boulder, in avoice fogged with fatigue.

"They're not human. Or they're driven by something that isn't human,” Eldan said grimly. "The
bastard has some kind of hold over them. They'd rather face our arrows than what he's got over there.”

Kero turned around and looked over her shoulder.

"Isthat aguess, or information?"

Eldan looked like the rest of them; hiswhite uniform was smudged and filthy, therewasdirt in his
hair, and swesat-stresked dust on hisface. "A guess," he said, staring past her a the enemy. "I'm not an
Empath, like Talia And they have some kind of shield over them that prevents me from reading their
thoughts. But | think it's a pretty good guess.”

" Seeing asthey had one mage with them that was willing to chargeright in after us, you're
probably right,” Kero said, turning back to look at the enemy hersdlf.

"If they have mages, why haven't they used magic on us?' Eldan wondered doud. Kero gave him
asharp look out of the corner of her eye, but it didn't look asif he was being sarcastic or asking a
pointed question; merdly asif heredly was puzzled.

She shrugged.

"Maybe because we'reinsde Vademar," she said. "Maybe he only had the one mage. Maybe
because he's saving the mages for when he has atarget worth their while. " She watched the milling of the



enemy troops for amoment more, then made her decision.

"Tell Sdenay and the rest that 1've just changed the plan,” shetold Eldan. "Get the foot troops out
firgt, then Sdlenay's horse, then welll play rear guard. Weve got the advantage of knowing this country in
the dark; they don't. | don't think they plan on stopping until every last one of usisdead, and | think we'd
better get our rumps out of here while we have the cover of darkness.”

"Yes, Captain,” Eldan said-he didn't wander off in atrance when he Mind Spoke with someone
like hisfdlow Herdd had, he smply frowned alittle, asif he was concentrating.

"Sdlenay and the Lord Marshal agree," he said after amoment. "The foot isaready moving out.”
"Fing," Sheturned to Shalan. "Passthe order. Retrest isfor red."
And dear gods of my childhood, help us. Because werein dire need of it.

Twenty-three

It was aretreat, not a rout-but only because no one panicked. That retreat didn't end with
morning, ether.

When dawn broke, Kero sent scouts back, more because she believed in being too cautious than
because sheredly expected anything.

She knew there was trouble when they returned too quickly.

Thefirst onein sauted her, hisface gray with exhaugtion.” They'reright behind us, Captain,” he
croaked, as she handed him her own water skin. He gulped down a mouthful and poured the rest on his
head.

"I swear by Apponel, there's no way they can be behind us, and they are anyway. Some of 'em
are dropping like whipped dogs, but the rest are till on their feet and it don't look like they plan on giving
up any time soon.”

She swore and gathered the officers; hers, and Selenay's and together they goaded their weary
troopersinto another push.

That set the pattern for succeeding days-and sometimes nights-as they retreated farther north,
and deeper into Vademar itself. Every step westward galled Kero like spursin her side. Never before
had she hated to give up land so much. Always before it had been amatter of indifference; what mattered
was thefinal outcome, not whether afew farmers were overrun and burned out. But thistime was
different. The farmers pressed everything Selenay's forces needed on them asthey passed, then
abandoned their farms with unshed tears making their eyes bright. She knew these farmers as people,
however briefly they'd met, and it made her seethe with rage to see smokerising in their rear and know
what Ancar's troops were doing to the abandoned properties.

Every time she took provisioning from another farmer, and watched him drive off into the west
with family and whatever he could transport piled up onto pitiful little wagons with his stock herded
behind him, the rage grew.

It's so damned unfair, shetold herself, And | know that lifé'sunfair, but these people never did



anything to earn losses like these. Sheld never felt quite so powerlessto help, before.

And she had never hated any foe other than the Karsites with the fierce hatred she developed for
Ancar.

Thefool drove hismen asif they were mindless machines.

She couldn't imagine why they weren't deserting in droves-unless the mages were somehow
controlling them, ether directly or through fear. That might explain why the mages hadn't attacked
Selenay's army-they were too busy keeping Ancar's own troopsin line. She was agood |eader-and she
couldn't hate men who were being forced the way these were. But she certainly could hate the kind of
man who forced them.

Or the kind of man who tortured for the sheer pleasure of it. Eldan told her what hed doneto
Tdia-and shed felt Need waking during the tale, with that deep, gut-fire rage that was so hard to control.
But Ancar wasn't within reach, so the blade subsided; though for once, Kero agreed withiit.

But most important of al, one of the other officersin Sdenay's army who had oncelivedin
Hardorn told her what he had done to hisfather and his people, and why they had |eft. Kero had
encountered tyrants before, but never one who so abused his powers as this one. The way he drove his
men was afair example of the way he treated his people as awhole. Worse than cattle, for agood
farmer sees his cattle cared for.

Shefindly caled her Company together one night when they dared have afire, and told them
everything shed learned, figuring that they should know what would happen to them if they ever fell into
Ancar's hands.

They listened, quietly. Then Shdlan made asingle, flat satement for al of them.

"He's an oathbreaker,” she said, her mouth setinagrim line. "And he'sjust lucky we haven't a
mage with us, or I'd set the full Outcasting on him."

Kero looked from onefire-gilded face to another, and saw no sign of disagreement. Severd, in
fact, were nodding. The Guild wasfull of people with disparate and sometimes mutudly antagonistic
beliefs. The one thing every mercenary in the Guild commonly held sacred was an oath. They reserved
terrible punishment for an oathbreaker in their own ranks. For rulers and priests there was another form
of retribution-the Outcasting. Kings were bound by oathsto protect their lands and men, usually from the
time they were old enough to swear to the pledges, and Ancar had broken his oaths-as surely, and as
dreadfully, as had the late, unmourned, King Raschar of Rethwellan, the monarch Tarmaand Kethry had
hel ped to unseat. Kero learned that night that she was not aonein her hatred of Ancar-as he troops had
heard more tales from the Hardorn refugees, one and dl, they came to share her cold rage.

It gave them an extra edge they'd never had before. But rage was not enough, not when
confronted with the desperate strength of Ancar's men.

They were worn thin by running alone, and when you added the steady |osses, manpower that
wasn't being replaced, you had another kind of drain on them.

Of course, Ancar was losing an equa number of men in those encounters, but Ancar could afford
to lose them.



Sdenay'sarmy couldn't.

Kero tried an ambush at one point, splitting her forces on either side of ariver hoping to catch
him with agood part of his men gtill in the water. But shed discovered, only through the vigilance of the
scouts, that he had outflanked her.

He brought hisfoot in to surround the ambush-party on his bank and only years of experience
had enabled her to get them out again. Those years of experience had taught her to always have an
escape route-in this case, an unlikely one, theriver itsdf. Profiting from her escape by water, shed
engineered amore controlled version of the same, by making sure the ambusherswere dl strong and
experienced swimmers, with horses capable of pulling thetrick off.

Even s0, the escape had been a narrow one, and their luck ran down from there.

Every day meant a succession of tricks and guerrillatactics, just to keep Ancar from closing with
the entire force and finishing the job. With the Herdds acting as links between them, they split their forces
by day, pecking away at the edges of the massive army, and rgjoined by night. The individua groups,
some assmal asKero'sorigina scout group, could dart in and out to whittle away a Ancar's more
cumbersome foot-but to offset that mobility, they were agreat deal more vulnerable.

Quite afew of those little groups vanished, Herald and all, when Ancar's troops could surround
or entrap them.

Every loss meant far more to them than a comparable loss meant to Ancar-if, in fact, the losses
meant anything to him at dl, other than the drop in manpower.

"l can't believethis," she muttered to Eldan, as she shaded her eyes and stared at Ancar'sarmy, a
dark carpet of them covering the fields below her vantage point, trampling the fields of new graininto
mud. They should have been ready to drop; they'd been marching at asteady pace dl day, and any sane
commander would have them making camp now. Y et here they were, pressing on though sunset painted

the sky abloody red.

"I thought I'd planned for everything, including the very worst possible case, but these people
aren't human. No one can follow the pace we've set-"

"Youdid," Eldan pointed out. "You st it."

Sheglared sdeways at him; she had a headache from wearing her helmet dl day, and shewasin
no mood for quibbling.

"Semantics. Were on home ground; we have the advantage of loca support and supply, and we
know the territory. He doesn't have any of that. He shouldn't be able to keep up with us, much less
attack every chance he gets. But he'sdoing it, and I'll be damned if | know how."

"Because he'swilling to sacrifice everything to get you-or rather, Sdenay,” Eldan sad flatly.
"Everything is expendableif he gets her. He's perfectly willing to burn out every man he hasto achieve
that snglegod.”

She shook her head, and pounded her fist on the tree trunk beside her in anger and frustration,
gashing the bark with her armored gauntlet.



"That'sinsane. | can't predict what amadman is going to do next! How can | plan against
someone likethat?"

Eldan sighed. "I don't know, Captain. Strategy was never anything | was good a." Then he
smiled weakly. "But you'l think of something, I'm sure. Wedl believeinyou.”

That was cold comfort. They believein me. Just what | needed to hear.

Especidly when shewas exercisng dl of her ingenuity just to keep them dive alittle bit longer.
They'd lost track of Daren awhile back, and not even the Far Seers could find him. In fact, other than
the Mindspeakers, the Heralds powers had been frustrated or limited by Ancar's mages. Therewas
some kind of shield over the army that the Far Seers couldn't break through, and the ForeSeers reported

only "too many posshilities”

There were only three possibilities that made any difference to Kero; that Daren was till on
schedule, that Daren had been turned back by more of Ancar's forces, or that Daren had run afoul of
those same forces and waslate. No other "possibilities’ mattered.

And right now, anyway, al that reslly mattered was staying dive.

The question haunted her as the Skybolts stopped to sat aford with flint shards after everyone
else had passed it. The little fragments were heavy enough to stay where they were without washing
downstream, small and sharp enough to lodge in hooves and dash boots and feet to ribbons.

"Be careful what you ask for," she quoted to herself. "Y ou might get it. | wanted Ancar to follow
us. Now | can't shake him off our trail."

When sheld consulted the Lord Marsha through the agency of Eldan and the Lord Marshd's
Herad, he hadn't had any suggestions either. | fed like I'm letting them down, she thought grimly, asthe
last of theflint-strewers returned to the saddle, and the Company moved out again. They think I'm going
to pull something brilliant out of my deeve and save everyone. Not even Ardanagot herself into a
gtuation likethisone.

And while helasted, Lerryn was so lucky held fal into a cesspit and come up with ahandful of
gold.

Shelooked back over her shoulder, checking for strays, although technically Shalan and Geyr
were supposed to bein charge of that. It didn't ook asif any of her people had dropped out of the
march-though if they hadn't been mounting Shin‘ain-breds, they would have been by now.

Even the Companions were beginning to look tired. So far the only luck we've had was that
Ancar hasn't used amage since | took out thefirst one.

She pushed her helm up and rubbed a spot on her forehead where it pressed uncomfortably.
That might not have been luck, though; it might have been that Need was sheltering the whole army, and
it might also have been that the mages Ancar has|eft are required to keep his own people disciplined.
Shewished she knew which it was, or even if it was acombination.

The Skybalts caught up with the rear guard of Selenay's troops, and became the rear guard
themsalves. Shdlan and Geyr sent back outriders, while the rest spread themsalves dong the rear, resting
their horses by staying at the pace set by thefoot in front of them. Kero hoped the outriders would bring



back word that Ancar had camped soon. Those poor souls ahead of her looked as though they were on
their last gasp of energy.

All that work to get the entire army together, and we're too small to do anything but run. He must
outnumber usten to one, and that's after losses. About the only advantage we have isthe Herdds. We're
too large and without the proper training to use as aspecidist force, and too small to actualy take a
gand againgt him.

It was maddening, and soon enough they'd run up against the Iftel border, which would leave
them with nowhere to go except into Valdemar. Was Daren back there behind them? If not-and she had
to plan for the worgt-if they retreated, would Selenay be able to raise enough of the common peopleto
make a difference againgt trained fighters? It could be done, what had happened to the Skyboltsin
Segjay was proof enough of that-but it was expensive in terms of casualties, the people had to be
committed to it wholeheartedly.

If only we could get him to divide hisarmy up somehow, and arrange things so that we could
ded with each segment alone.

A foot soldier infront of her sumbled and fell, saw Hellsbane practically on top of him, and
blanched, scrambling onto his feet and back to his place in the wavering lines. The mare's behavior in
battle had earned her the reputation of aman killing horse, and no one but the Skybolts wanted to be
within range of those teeth and hooves.

What have we got ahead of us? | wonder if there's someway | can force him to commit too
many of his people on too many fronts? Can we use the terrain somehow?

No, that was astupid idea. The only thing they had ahead of them was farmland and rolling hills.

She pulled off her helm and hung it on the saddlebow, and wiped the sweat out of them. It didn't
help. She'd never been o tired, not even when running from Karsite priestesses and Karsite demons.

If only my riders weren't forced to stay with the foot. Then again, maybe they werent.

If we take the Skybolts and the cavary and circle around behind them, | wonder if we could
make them think we were reinforcements, make them think we were Daren's|ot.

Then she gave hersalf amentd kick for idiocy. How in hell can | think that? It would leave them
without support.

And evenif hefdl for it, that would get him going in the wrong direction. That won't work. We
don't want him going south, and we certainly don't want him going west.

Every new idea seemed to have less chance of succeeding than the last. And none of them were
going to work if they didn't get achanceto rest!

| fed like ahunted stag, she thought-then froze as she redlized that she wasn't far wrong with that
image.
She made aquick mental review of everything Ancar had done since thet first encounter, and

redized with asinking heart that they had been doing exactly what he wanted them to do. Run. Run
themselvesinto exhaustion.



"What'swrong?' Eldan had ridden up beside her without her even noticing hisarriva.
"l just redlized we made amonumenta mistake," she replied dowly, as her spine chilled.

"Weall thought we were leading him. We haven't been. He's been herding us, like stags being
herded by beaters." She looked around for one of the scout Lieutenants, and spotted Shallan's blonde
cap of hair.

"Shallan!" she called sharply; the scout-leader looked back, and reined her horse around, sending
him loping wearily toward them.

"I want you to send out scouts west and cast," she said as soon as Shalan was within easy
speaking distance.

"Send them out about ahaf aday'sride, on their freshest horses. Have them take Hera ds; if
what | think isout thereredly is, | want to know immediately.”

Shallan looked thoughtful for amoment-then blanched. "We've been bracketed?' she asked, as
her horse stood listlesdly, saving his energy.

Kero nodded, and looked back over her shoulder, feeling asif she half-expected the enemy to
comeinto view.

"| think 0. | couldn't figure out where his cavalry was, and 1'd just about decided he didn't have
any. But if | had hisresources, why would | field only foot fighterswith less than a Company of cavary?
Now | think I know where he sent them-to bracket usin either the cast or the west. I'd bet eat, but |
want you to check insde Vademar just to be sure. In al the confusion caused by evacuation he could
have dipped someonein.”

"Agerahdp us, if youreright," Eldan said grimly as Shallan rode off to pick her scouts and send
them on their way. He, too, looked back over his shoulder, with agrimace. "HEll have uswherewe
planned to have him-pinned between him and the Iftel Border."

"I know," shereplied, watching as two small groups of Skybolts broke off from the main body
and rode off east and west.

"Believeme, | know. I'd give my arm to know where Daren is right now-and my leg to have him
close enough to help.”

We must be hafway to Iftel by now. Gods, | don't know how much more of this dying territory
thereis. Daren flexed cramped fingers, wiping the nervous sweet from his face with his deeve, and stared
up a the sun. Hereined hisgelding in alittle to drop back beside one of the few unarmored ridersin the

group.

"How far past the Vademar Border would you say we are?" he asked young Quenten, who
frowned alittle, and unfocused his eyes.

"Last thing | want isfor Ancar's toadies to scent us.”



"Far enough,” the mage replied after amoment.

"We're out of range of whatever it isin Vademar, and Ancar's mages are too busy keeping the
troops under contral to try looking for us. That's devilish clever of him, keeping his magesjust thisside of
the Border; | don't know what that guardian is, mlord, but it's cursed literal-minded. Y our magic can
crossthe Border dl you like, so long asyou don't. And | "spect that if you didn't ever do anything
magical, once you wereinsde, it'd leave you dlone.”

"I suspect you'reright,” Daren replied. Quenten'safinelad. Wish | knew how Kero managed to
recruit him. "And I'm damned glad you went looking for us on your way back to your winter quarters. If
we'd followed along the short route, we'd have lost our mages, too.”

"I didn't want to leave them in thefirst place, m'lord,” Quenten said absently.

"Let the godswitnessit, I'd have stayed if | could! 1t only seemed right to track you down and
warn you, and maybe come with you if you figured away around the magic problem.” Hisgentlelittle
mare glided along besde Daren'stal hunter, the only horse hed ever seen besides his own that could trot
without jolting her rider. Daren kept slent, wrestling with the problem of how to make up the dayslost in
crossing over to Hardorn, sneaking through the passes and hoping the Karsites would choose to ignore
thislittleinvason of their borders.

Hed had double his usua complement of magesto cloak their movements, but who knew what
the Karsite priests could and could not do.

Perhaps they had their own troubles to occupy them.

Since the defeat of the Prophet there had been no more trouble from Karse; only rumorsthat the
Templewas engaging in awar of intrigue within itself, and more rumorsthat the Chief Priest of the
Sunlord was being chalenged for his place by awoman.

That was heresy enough, but further rumor had it that this woman affected the robes and false
beard of aman, and styled hersdlf the "True-born Son of the Sun.”

If even haf those rumorswere true, smal wonder Karse paid no attention to the army of her old
enemy, when it was plainly going el sewhere.

But once across the border into Hardorn, Daren had been tempted to turn right around and take
his chanceswith Vademar and this mysterious "guardian” that drove mages mad. For from the border to
adistance of three leagues within Hardorn, the land was blighted and empty.

Bad enough that entire villages lay empty and abandoned; worse came when his men poked
cautioudly through the tumbled-down buildings. The places had been looted, then demolished. But in the
wreckage, Daren's men found the remains of women and children-and only women and children, and
only those younger than three, and (presumably) older than thirty.

Daren had thought at first that it might have been the work of bandits-but then they had
encountered another village, smaller than thefirg, that had fared the same. Then another, and another.

After the fourth such discovery, Daren forbade his men to even go near the places. They had no
priest with them, but the mages, Quenten in particular, had felt an odd uneasinessthere, and the Hedlers



had refused, in ahysterical body, to set foot insde the perimeters.

And theland itself looked drained and ill. The rank weeds that had taken over thefields were
pale, with thin, weak stems. The leaves of the treeswere discolored. The only birds to be seen were
anoccasiona crow, and so far Daren hadn't spotted so much as arabbit moving. It had been getting
worse sincethefirst village, and now the countryside looked to his eyes like a beautiful woman lying
ravaged by plague. He couldn't imagine how his men could bear it-many of them were of farm stock, and
intended to retireto little penson-farms of their own, and to see good land like this must be making them
ill.

"What do you think happened here?' he asked Quenten, as they crossed a muddy, rust-colored
gream. "Isit safeto beriding on thisland, do you think?

"It's safe enough, m'lord,” Quenten said, but only after the mage gave him apeculiar look. "Why
do you ask?"

Daren looked around at the withered limbs of the trees, at the yellow grass, at the diseased
cankers spotting the leaves, and shuddered.

"Because the place looks poisoned, that's why. What happened at the villages was easy enough
to read-that bastard conscripted the men, took the useful women and little ones and daughtered the rest
asan example-but | don't understand this, and | don't see how the men can accept it aseasly asthey
do."

Quenten shook hishead in wonder.

"M'lord, they don't see what you see. To them it looks perfectly ordinary that theré's not muchin
the way of birds and nary beasts." He looked pointedly about them, at the men marching camly up the
road in front of them, and tilted his shaggy, dust-dulled head to one side, asif waiting for aresponse.

Daren cast asharp glance at him, but the young mage's expression was entirely sober.

"A glamour? Anilluson?'

Again the mage shook his head, but thistime he stared into Daren's face searchingly before
replying.

"l don't think so, m'lord. Isthere mage-blood in your family?"
"Some, not much,” he said after amoment of thought.

"Of course Grandmother's family's been sprouting Hedlers every so often, and Mother'slinewas
supposed to be some kind of earth-priestess-"

"Ah," Quenten said in satisfaction.

"That would be it; you have the earth-sense. Many folk with the blood of the old
earth-priestessesin them haveit. What you're seeing isthe land revedled to you by the earth-sense, you
seewhat lies under the surface everyone el se seeswith his outer eyes. Thisland is sick; there's been
blood-magic practiced here, too much of it for the land to absorb without harm. That wasthered horror
back at those villages; it wasn't just the daughter itsdf-it'sthat it was done to invoke the powers of



blood-magic and death-magic.” Daren remembered al the rumors held heard about Ancar, and suddenly
they began making sense.

"Blood-magic to control the minds of the ones hetook?" he asked shrewdly, "Blood-magic to
create areservoir of power he can feed off?' And Quenten's eyes widened. "Blood-magic o that the
land keeps him healthy and young, &t its own expense?’

"There's not one highborn in ten that would know that," the mage whispered. "Keep it to yourself,
mlord. There's some that would say that knowing isashort step away from wanting. | don't hold by that,
but even the mage-school s have their fanatics.” He resumed his normal tone. "Probably, m'lord, and it's
more than the land can bear. That'swhy it looks Sick to you. Trust your earth-sense, m'lord. If you learn
touseit, it'll tel you morethan just this."

It was Daren'sturn to shake hishead. Theland cried out to him in away-and he couldn't help i,
any more than he could bring back those poor daughtered innocents.

He wanted to beg its pardon for not healing it-to beg theirsfor not being there. It was foolish-but
it was very red. He understood the Heralds of Valdemar far better than his brother did. He understood
how it wasto care for people, even if those people were not bound to you persondly, in any way. Faram
would die for his people-but not those of VVademar. He would fed badly about the daughters here, but
he would not fed them personally, theway Daren did.

And he aso understood duty and pledges.

"Right now dl | care about iswhether thisland is safe to travel through-which you say it is-and
whether or not Ancar has any mages likely to detect us here."

"We're working to prevent that, m'lord, " Quenten replied dryly. "And-" he looked up, sharply.
"What isit?' Daren said, reining in his horse as Quenten's mount stopped dead.

The mage raised one hand to hisforehead, his eyesfocusing e sewhere. Helooked for all the
world asif hewasligening to something.

"Quenten?' Daren persisted. " Quenten?”
The mage's eyes refocused on him.

"Ancar hasareserve forcejust ahead," he said vaguely. " Severd mages, and three companies of
cavdry. And-Daren, mlord, they're mostly from here, this barren zone."

"Controlled, then. Theré's no other way he could make farmersinto cavary that quickly." He
caught the attention of his officers, who halted the march.

"Quenten, how far ahead is 'just ahead'?"
"Half aday's march, maybeless. Not much less."
Quenten didn't seem to notice Daren’ sigh of relief.

"What are they doing there?' he persisted. "We haven't seen asign of Ancar'sarmy. What are



reserves doing out here?!

"| don't-they're-I need my bowl." Without warning, the mage scrambled off his mare's back to
dig into her pack. He emerged with acompletely black bowl, shining like of black glass, or something
very likeit. He poured water from his own water skin into the bottom of it, sat right down in the dust of
the road, and stared into it.

Daren had been around enough maces to know when to keep his mouth shut. He waited,
patiently, in sunlight too thin to even warm him. The army waited, just as patiently, glad for achanceto it
by the roadside and rest. Daren latched his men sprawling ungracefully againsgt their packs, and wished he
hadn't had to push them so hard . They'd had alot of time to make up, once they'd gotten down out of
the hills. He had been weary at the end of the day, and he wasriding. He hated to think what the foot
oldiersfdtlike.

"They'rewaiting," Quenten said, in athin, disinterested voice, an eerie echo of his own thoughts.
"They are hdf of the claw that will capture Sdenay and crush Vaddemar.”

"What?' Daren snapped, Sartled.
Quenten looked up, blinking, then picked up the bowl and spilled the water out in the dust.
"Ancar has these reserves out here, pacing him, waiting for when he has Selenay'sforcesworn

down enough to trap,” the mage said in amore norma tone of voice. "Then hell havethislot sweepin
from the sde and above while he cuts hismain forcein from below.”

"I don't think s0," Daren replied, inakind of grim satisfaction at finaly having something to fight.

"Widl, that's not al, m'lord," Quenten added as he stood, shook the dust from his robes and
stowed hisbowl carefully away.

"It'swho these reserves are-or rather, where they're from. Like | said, before, here. Tied into
obedience by the blood of their own kin. Now, you have the earth-sense; you could tell me which mage
is controlling them, because the earth hereabouts would tell you. It hates him, and it's bound to him, and
youll seehim asit seeshim.”

"And what will happen when you break him?' Dairen asked, leaning forward in his saddle and
clutching the pomme with one hand.

"How do | do seethese things, anyway? What do you need to teach me, and have we thetimeto
spare?'

Quenten paused to remount, and turned to look back at Daren only when firmly in his sedt.

"Y ou have the earth-sense," Quenten repeated. "It'sameatter of ingtinct rather than learning.
Bresk the controlling mage and you not only free the victims-but it's altogether possible the earth
hereabouts would rise up in revolt. And it would listen to you, follow some of your directions, if you
made them smple enough.”

"It would?'

Quenten nodded. Daren thought about those heaps of pitiful bones and rags-looked around him



at the dying land. And thought of Kero and Selenay's army, and pledges. And just maybe agod
somewhere had just gifted him with the chance to satisfy dl of them.

"Quenten, you're in charge of the magic-folk; get your mages. Find out everything you can, and
keep us cloaked.” Daren turned his horse and rode off in search of the scouts before he had a chanceto
hear Quenten's eager assent.

All right, Ancar, you bastard, he couldn't hel p thinking, with akind of fierce exultation. | am
about to vigt alittle retribution on you and yours.

Ancar's reserves were pathetically unaware of any danger but after al, they were degp insde
their own territory, and had no reason to suspect any threat. Daren himsalf went out with the scoutsto
theriver-valey where they camped to get agood look at enemy, and a the way they were conducting
themsdves

What he saw fit in very well with Quenten'stheory of mind-control. Only about a quarter of the
men down there were moving about or acting in any kind of anormal fashion. The rest might aswell have
been puppets, in fact, watching them was rather disturbing. They moved listlessly, when they moved at
al, and none of them wereidle-yet they wasted no time on their chores, picking up onetask, carrying it
to the end, picking up another. And al without exchanging asingle word with anyone, or taking asingle
step out of the way. Nothing was cooked, except at the camps of the officers; asmall group of men
handed out the tastel ess ration-bread Rethwellan no longer used because of complaints from the men.
These fighterstook the bread, ate it methodically, and went back to their chores.

By nightfall, the camp was utterly quiet. No socidizing around campfires, no idle games of
chance-nothing.

The men smply rolled up in their blankets, and went to deep; except for the officers and mages,
who had tents, and were presumably doing thingsinside them.

It was an entirely unnerving sight to someone who knew what a camp should look and sound
like, because of the complete unnaturalness of it-although Daren had to admit to himsdlf that there were
times when held wished his men would- at least he stopped the thought before he could completeit,
chillingly aware of how close hed cometo thinking that he'd wanted his men to belike this. Was that
what those mages meant, when they said it was ashort step from knowing to wanting?

Horrible thought. He closed his eyes on the too-quiet camp below him for amoment, then
opened them. No, he deliberately decided. I've never wanted that. I1t's worse than davery; at least adave
has his own thoughts. These poor creatures don't even have that much. It's as bad to destroy or endave a
mind asitistokill abody. Maybeworse, if the mind is aware of what has happened to it.

The scout tugged at his deeve, and he crawled away with the rest of them, avoiding the
dack-jawed perimeter guard. They madeit back to the rest of histroops without further incident, and he
and his officers spent the hours until midnight charting the next day's course.

Dawn of the next day saw the Rethwellan troops poised just above the camp. It had been
impossible to keep the movement of so large agroup secret, but by splitting histroopsin two and cutting
off Ancar'sfightersfrom their easy escape by river, Daren had forced Ancar's reserves to meet him
instead of running to join the larger force, or escaping into theinterior of Hardorn.

Daren waited at the command post with Quenten, the other mages, and his under-officers; far



from being even as comfortable as atent, the Ste basically had only two thingsto recommend it. The
unobstructed view, and avery tal shade tree.

"Canyou tell who heis, yet?" Quenten asked in an undertone as the officers scattered off to take
their places with their men.

Daren shook hishead. There was akind of sink of "bad fedling” alittle to the right of center, but
no one Mage stood out. They were assuming that Ancar's mages were too strong for any single one of
Daren's magesto take. They would have to wait for their one best opportunity, and al hit him a once, in
order to break him.

One of Daren's mages was effectively out of the picture; he was preventing the enemy from
cdling for help, magicaly. And that was dl he was good for; they'd left him in trance in the Hedlers tent,
and there he would stay even after thiswas over, recovering. Or not; there was always the possibility he
might die, either from exhaugting himsdlf, or being drained or killed by the enemy mages. And if Daren's
force logt, hewould dmost certainly die. Mages were harder to control than captured fighters; the enemy
usualy did not even bother to try.

Daren gave the signd to advance, no point in acharge; mind-controlled men would not be
unnerved by a charge or abattle cry. They'd smply fight until they dropped, and otherstook their places.
Daren had given his officers careful instructions keep the men in formation, no hero tactics, fight as
caefully asif it wasdl adrill. The one advantage to fighting mind-controlled men was that they were
dower; it was the difference between knowing what to do and being told what to do-between learned
reflex, and something that hasn't been absorbed bone-deep yet.

The battle was, asareault, curioudy, grimly dull. No flag waving, no shouts except for
exclamations of pain, no charges-the only sounds being those cals and the clash of weapons, the cries of
horses, the scuffling of hundreds of feet and hooves-the men might aswell have been those little counters
he and Kero used to practice maneuvers with. Except for the blood, the wounded, the falen. Those
madeit red, and madethefighting itsdf al the more unredl.

Daren concentrated on the mages, clustered near the officers command post, and visible
because of the dull colors of their robes, which were bright compared with the brown and buff lesthers of
thefightersand officers.

But the more he concentrated, the less he seemed to see. He started to get angry and
frustrated-my people are dying down there-but then he stopped himsalf, before he stormed off to
harangue Quenten.

Thisismy problem, not his. | should be ableto figure it out. Quenten said this earth-sense works
likeingtinct, he thought, finally. So-maybe if | don't concentrate. | used to wonder what on earth good
those meditation exercises Tarmaing sted we both learn would do me. | thought if there was anything
more useless-| can almost hear her now.

"Surprise, youngling. Nothing's ever wasted." He closed his eyes and dredged the exercise out of
deepest memory. It wasn't as hard as hed thought it was going to be, for in moments he was relaxed. He
centered himsdlf in the earth beneath hisfeet, as Tarma had taught him, and when he fdt asif he wastruly
an extension of it, opened his eyes-And nearly choked. Hed never, ever seen anything like this
before-and if it hadn't been that he felt fine, and had shared the same rations as everyone e se this
morning, hed have suspected sickness or drugs. Superimposed over the fighting, the battlefield was
divided into fields of glowing, hedlthy green, and dull, dead, leprous white, with edges of scarlet and



vermilion where they met. Outsde the area of fighting, the landscape was the same as it had been dl the
way north-sickly greens, poisoned yellows.

Except for one spot, behind the lines, in the ranks of the mages and commanders-one spot of
black, auraed by angry red.

"Get Quenten, " hetold hisaide. "Weve got them."

Eleven of the twelve mages materialized beside him so quickly he suspected they'd conjured
themsdvesthere.

"Whereishe?' Quenten said-then shook his head as Daren started to open his mouth to explain
that he couldn't tell him. "Never mind, | know, I'm being stupid. Hadli, would-" A dark-haired, plump girl
reached up and touched both his temples before he could say or do anything.

"Got him, Quenten,” she said in satisfaction. "'If you want to feed through me, I'm not much use
for anything eseright now."

"What are you going to do?' Daren asked anxioudly. "I mean, | don't want you to go blasting at
him and hit our people.”

"Not achance. Kero likes things subtle. Wefigured out last night that we get the same effect by
killing or wounding him physicaly-hell till lose his hold on the magic and on the minds he's controlling.”

"So I'm going to give them the way to identify him," Hadli said. " Quenten will bowl-east a
FarSeeing spdl, and Gem and Myrgan will find awegpon to hit him with, while the rest distract him and
keep hisdefenses dl facing forward.”

Daren turned; Quenten was dready knedling on the ground with hisbowl of water in front of
him-but thistime there was a picture forming in it that even he could see.

Hadli and two others knelt beside him, and Daren found that he could <till see over their heads.
What he saw was the backs of severa people in robes, with coruscating colors and strange shapes
appearing just beyond them. His eyeswent to onein adull blue robe, and he saw, faintly, the same
overlay of black and scarlet auras held "seen” before.

"That'shim," Hadli said. "The onein the blue, with the copper belt and the serpent-glyph on his
deave”

"Daren,” Quenten called, without taking his attention from the bowl, "When we strike him, youl
fed it in the earth. There's going to be amoment of recoil, and then ahesitation. That iswhen you need to
concentrate on what, exactly, you want to happen. Therésalot of power there; think of it asaflash
flood about to roll down the river. Once you get it started, you won't be able to get it to stop or even
change directions. If you don't know what to do-don't think of anything."

Daren refrained from making a sarcastic answer. In the bowl, alight, ornamental dagger was
elevating from atable behind the mages. Before he had a chance to ask what that meant, the thing
snapped forward asif it had been thrown, and buried itself to the hilt in Blue-robe's back.

Daren had been in an earthquake, once. The feding was smilar. For amoment, the earth seemed
to drop out beneath him, and he was eft hanging in space, with a sense that something huge and



ponderous was poised over him, like awave, waiting to break.

Bdatedly, he recalled Quenten'sorders, and redlized the impossibility of not thinking anything.
Makeit smple.

Dear gods, it'sgoing to let go-and | don't know what to tell it. Make it smple.
Put everything back the way it was!

The wave broke. He swayed, and started to fall, when his aide caught him. And suddenly, there
was noise out on the battlefield.

The sound of severad thousand enraged, haf-mad men, turning on their officers and tearing them
to pieces.

Twenty-four
Bodies pressed in on al sides of her. Gods. Blessed Agnira.

| got them into this. They trust meto get them out of it. How do | tell them that | can't? The camp
was unusudly slent; somewhere on the Vademar side, Selenay, too, was breaking the bad newsto her
troops. Theregulars, that is, the Heralds already knew about it, of course. Kero wanted to ook away
from al those eyes staring at her with perfect confidence, to gaze up at the sky or down at the
ground-anywhere but back at them.

They depended on me, and | fouled up. Now what do | say?
"I'm sorry?"

Instead, she gazed directly back at them all, trying to meet each pair of eyes before she spoketo
them.

"I haven't got any good news," shetold them, findly. "Ancar's fighters have managed to force us
east enough for his southernmost troopsto divide and get in west of us. They're doing that now, and we
haven't been able to stop them. He's had cavalry to the east in his own lands that has probably moved in
north aswell. We've been bracketed, and now we're surrounded.”

Shewaited for amoment for that to sink in, then continued, rubbing the back of her neck.

"They outnumber us by agoodly amount. Selenay's troops tried this morning to prevent the
southern forces from coming west, but there were too many for them, and the farmersjust aren't amatch
for trained fighters, not in pitched battles. It looks like the big confrontation is coming tomorrow; he has
usright where he wants us, and no getting around it.

She lisened to them breathe for amoment.

"Where's Lord Daren?" asked a voice from the rear. Kero looked up, above the heads of those
nearest her, and attempted to find the questioner.

"Welost track of him about the time he was going to cross over into the Vademar side of the
Comb, somewhere in the mountains. We don't know what happened to him. There's been no word of



him coming up through Vademar like he was supposed to. He could be on the way. He could have been
turned back. He could have been defeated by Ancar down in the mountains. We just don't know, so we
can't count on him being here”

Much less being herein time. That's the way ballads end, not redl battles. They'd been in trouble
before, but never this badly, and never while under her command.

Theweight of responsibility made her ache.

"Now, heré'swhat we can do," she continued. "We're mounted, and we're the best hit-and-hide
specidistsin the business. We can break out, leave this mess behind, and head back down home. There
isn't asoul outside Vademar that would blame usfor doing that. We're not in thisfor glory, or for
patriotism, or becauise were fanatics.”

She looked around again, and saw heads nodding. "We'rein thisfor the money, purely and
smply, and our Guild Charter and our contract allowsfor this sort of thing. Ancar threw the Guild out;
we know heisn't going to accept a Code surrender from us. Probably what hed do if wetriediskill us
out of hand. He might even stick to killing the officers only, and mind controlling you troops. | don't think
| haveto go any further into that.”

She noticed one or two nearest her shuddering at the idea, and nodded to hersdif.

"As| said, the Code and the Charter alow for that. We can break out and go home; thisisa
no-win, hopeless situation. However-we won't be able to take any wounded with us, and anyone who
goes down on the way out stays behind. My guessisweéll lose about half of our troops-the onesthat are
|eft-getting out. It's not going to be easy, but staying here means worse odds, so far as| can tell.”

"What are the Heralds doing?" asked one of the Lieutenants. " They're mounted, and they're as
good aswe are, most of ‘em.”

"Good question," Kero replied. "They're going. to break Selenay out, if they can. It'sby no
means certain; Ancar wants her hide, and if hefinds out they're bresking her loose, hell bring everything
to bear that he has. We can use that asadiversion, of course, which makes our chances better. "

"Then what?' asked the same voice asbefore.

"Then they're going to turn back and rgjoin the fight," shereplied, as neutrdly as she could. "All
but an escort force to get Selenay to safe ground.”

A murmur of surprise and admiration rose from the troopers. Some of the Heralds-Eldan, for
instance-had made themselves very popular; others, like the one Eldan had replaced, were considered
nuisances. But the Skybolts could not help but admire anyone with the kind of gutsit took to break free
of asuicide-gituation, then turn and go back into it.

"That haslittle or nothing to do with us," Kero reminded them forcefully. "Were mercenaries.
They aren't. They have oathsto fulfill, and duties that they won't renege on. We'rein thisfor pay. Now,
the Skybolts have never been an ordinary Company, and I've never been an ordinary Captain. That's
why I've cdlled you al here. I'm not going to make adecison like this one aone, or even with my
officers. Do wetry to go, or do we stay? And do | stay your Captain-" The shouts of disapproval that
met that question made her fed terribly self-conscious.



"All right," she bellowed & last, holding up her handsfor silence.

"All right, if you want me that badly, you've got me. But the other question-break out, or stay and
do what we can?Y ou know the drill; dark-colored pebble for 'go,” light or white for 'stay.” And no
maybe-colored rocks, either. | don't want any maybes on this one. Geyr will collect your votes. " She
turned and sat down, waiting for the results of the vote, keeping her mind tightly sealed againgt their
thoughts. She didn't want to know what they were thinking, and she didn't want to influenceit, either.

Shetried not to think of anything, redly. As Geyr moved out with the basket into the massed
fighters someone else called out aquestion.

"Wheat about you?'

"I'll be going with you, sinceyoull haveme,” shesaid. "And I'll stay with you asfar as Bolthaven;
| intend to cdl another vote then, and seeif you gtill want mewhen thisisover. | have my responsbilities
as much asthese Heralds have, and my oaths have been made to you. | don't intend to break them.”

She heard the murmurs, saw the looks, and knew what they were thinking aswell asif she had
opened her mind to them. They all knew about Eldan-quite afew of them knew about their first mesting,
ten years ago. They knew what she would be sacrificing by leading them if they voted to break out, or at
least they thought they did.

She ignored the murmurs, and kept her expression schooled into serenity. | made my oaths, |
have my responsbilities.

He knows that. It doesn't hurt any less but there's no choice. Vows are made to be kept, and he
would bethefirst oneto agree.

Finaly Geyr brought the basket around to her, and she steeled hersdlf againgt the inevitable. How
could they not vote to save themselves? Only afool would stay here and die. So, I'm afool. But it isn't
just Eldan. True, the odds were only fifty-fifty that any of them would make it out in the clear, and those
weren't good odds-but when had ayoungster ever thought he couldn't beat the odds?

Then Geyr turned the basket upside-down on the table And she felt her mouth dropping openin
shock.

A pile-atiny mountain of white. Pale sandstone pebbles trickled down off the top with agentle
clicking sound. She spread the pebbles out on the table with a shaking hand. No dark pebbles, none at
al. They'd say, fighting beside the Vademar folk. No dissenting votes.

She looked up at them, searched each face she could see, and found nothing there but
determination.

"Youremad," shesad, flatly. "You'redl of you mad. We haven't achanceif we gay."

Shallan stood up, awkwardly, asif she'd been appointed as spokesperson for the entire
Company.

"We don't think so, beggin' your pardon, Captain.

"Sides, what's the odds of amerc livin' long enough to collect his pension from the Guild, en? We



al got to talking about thislast night. Generd feding is, these people here deserve help. Merc'slikely to
go down any time-but If we got achoice in goin' down, I'd rather do it for somebody that deservesa
hand, than in fightin' for some pig merchant workin' out afight over territory with some other hog, an'
doin' it with my sword an' my life." There was amurmur of agreement from therest, and an "Aye, that!"
or two from the veterans old enough in service to remember Ardana and the Segjay debacle.

Kero rose dowly to her feet, and to Shdlan'simmense surprise, embraced her. She kept one
arm around her old friend, as she scanned their faces again, thistime with her eyes burning with the effort
of holding back tears.

"You'readl fodls, thank the gods," she said huskily. "Every one of you. As much fools as me-if
you'd voted me out, I'd have stayed mysdf. All right, Skybolts. We stay. And tomorrow, we show
Ancar what it meansto take on the finest Company in the Guild! " The cheers could probably have been
heard in Haven.

And no one would ever guess, she thought, with amixture of pride and sorrow, that they're
cheering their own deaths. Poor, bravefools. Thiswill probably be our last battle. It'sten to one, itll be
mine. May the gods hdp usdl.

Daren stared into the stranger'sflat, dead eyes, and asked, in frustration, "So what am |
supposed to do with you?”!

The tent was hot and fdlt stuffy, yet every time Daren looked &t this man, he got achill down the
back of his neck. Better dead, he'd have been better off dead. Poor bastard.

"Lead us, mlord,"” replied the nameless man, who until ayear ago had been asmplefarmer, with
no cares of who ruled and who did not. "Lead us. We got nothin’, now. Our familiesis dead, or as good
as. Our homesisgone. Our fieldsisweeds an’' wild things. Lead us."

"Thrice-dead Horneth," Daren muttered under his breath. Lead them, he says. Farmerson
horseback.

Whatever cavary skillsthey had vanished when the mage controlling them died. And here | am,
with ahorde of undisciplined, haf-mad farmers with no memory of what to do with swords and lances.

And yet-they were half-mad, and had nothing to lose. Ancar had stolen everything from them,
including their names, for none of them remembered exactly who hewas. All they had left werethe
memories of what had been done to them, and to their loved ones, memories hedged about in rage that
nothing the mages could do would erase them, and so those memories had been blocked off until Daren
had given the fateful, desperate command to the earth-put everything back the way it was.

Somethings, of course, were impossible; the dead could not be brought back to life, nor
memories that had been destroyed be regained. But the troops minds had been given back to them, and
the land was dready beginning to hedl, free of Ancar's bondage.

"Professonas are predictable, " ran one of Tarma's proverbs.

"But theworld isfull of amateurs." So long as he kept histroops out of their way, where wasthe
harm in taking these men with him and unleashing them on Ancar'sforces?



"Let methink about this," he temporized, "I'm not sure| have theright to lead you. Y ou're not my
people, and frankly, you may not like my orders. If | don't have any red hold over you, you could decide
to strike out on your own, and then where would my plans be?!

"But-" the man began, when he wasinterrupted by the arriva of Quenten. The mage was excited,
hisred hair going in dl directions, and he made matters worse by running his hand through it every few
moments. "My lord, we intercepted a mage-message from Ancar's commander afew moments ago,” he
sad.

"We-" Then he noticed the nameless man dtting there, and shut his mouth with asnap.

"If you'll excuse me," Daren said to the man, who, with the intractable stubbornness of farmers
everywhere, opened his mouth to resume his argument-or voice a protest at the interruption. "l promise
I'll come back to you with an answer, but | suspect that what this man hasto say will make up my mind,
oneway or another."

Before the farmer could say another word, Daren took Quenten's elbow and led him out of the
tent, to afew paces away where they couldn't be overheard.

"Now, what was this message?* he asked, "And isthere any chance that Ancar's people could
know you that got it, and not his own mages?"'

"Hildre," Quenten said in satisfaction. " She'sthe best there is at identifying and counterfeiting
mage-auras. Unfortunately for her, that's about al she can do-which means she's usaless outside of a
group. But for working within agroup, she's priceless. The commander inside Vademar sent a
conventional messenger to the mages on the Border, and they sent the message on here-and trust me,
Hildre has them convinced it went to the right person. They're attacking Selenay at dawn, my lord. He's
sent half of hisfoot around to the west, and he expects the cavary to comein on the east and north.
Kero and the Skybolts arein the middle of that. We have to do something!”

Daren took a deep breath and stared off at atree, reviewing dl his plans and his capabilities. My
foot won't make it before the fight's over. Theré's no way they can make amarch that's haf aday'sride
away in lessthan aday. And even if we started now, they'd be tired unless-Thank you, Quenten,” he
sad, hisplan .

"WEelIl do something, dl right. With luck. well even get therein time. Tell the magesto get
packed up; well be on the march in acandlemark.” He returned to histent, and as he expected, the
namel ess spokesman for the farmers-turned-fighters was il there.

"M'lord-" the man said, getting to hisfeet, hischest puffed out belligerently.

"How many spare horses have you?' Daren demanded. "And can your horses carry double? Are
they in any shapefor aforced march?'

The man looked bewildered by Daren's sudden demands. "We had twice's many horses as men,
m'lord,” hereplied. " Spect we il got that many, an’ lot fewer men. Aye, they be good for aforced
march, an' go doubledl right."

"Good," Daren replied. He looked the man in the eyes.

"l won't lead you, Sir. But | will put you in aposition to strike back at Ancar. Heré's what welll



Enemy to the west, enemy to the south. Kero stood beside Selenay on the gentle hill they'd
claimed asthe spot for their stand, looked out over the sea of Ancar's men, and swore under her breath.

Selenay shook her head. "It isn't over yet, Captain,” shereplied, as shefitted her helm over her
head. "In fact, it isn't even begun.”

"Wel, my lady," Kero replied, as she tapped her own helm to be sure her tightly coiled braids
were cushioning it properly, "1 won't say it'sfinished, but damnif | like the ook of the odds.”

"Daren may yet arrive,” the Queen pointed out, fitting her foot into the stirrup and mounting.

And the rivers may flow backward, the moon risein the west, and Ancar find areligious
vocation. Kero said nothing, though, as she swung hersdf up into her own saddle.

"With your permission, my lady, I'm off. Y ou know the plan, such asit is. Well try and cut apath
for you and the Herads, heading west."

"No," the Queen replied stubbornly. "Not yet. Not while there's ftill achance we can win this-"
"Win!" Kero snorted. "We can't even hold them back!

The scouts say there'saforce of cavary coming in from the east; if we go head-to-head with
them" they'll win, their horses are fresher and ther€re more of them. The one chance we have to get you
outis"

"Captain!" One of the scouts cameriding up, her horse lathered. " Captain, cavalry comingin,
now-but they're riding double, and not al of them are wearing Ancar's colors.”

Kero swore, and turned to Selenay.

"My lady, no more arguments, or I'll have the Healers knock you out and strap you to your
Companion's back with my own hands. No matter what you think, you're important to Vademar.”

Kero caught lighting-fast movement out of the corner of her eye, and turned with an exclamation
of recognition and astonishment. A small gray shape came hurtling through the massed enemy, then
through the Vademar cavary, frightening horses and making them rear and dance-gtartling Companions,
and making them snort and raise their heads. It headed straight for Kero, and flung itsdf through the air in
atremendous legp, landing in the arms shereflexively held out to catchiit.

One of Geyr's messenger-hounds. More importantly, it was the odd-looking gray-brindle Geyr
hed left with Daren.

"Doolie" Geyr hurled himself out of his saddle and ssumbled toward them. The dog wriggled with
happiness, itstail beating against Kero's side like adrumstick, and it finally squirmed out of her grasp to
launch itself for Geyr and hislumps of suet-though not before K ero had managed to get the message
cylinder off hiscallar.



She opened it and took out the dip of paper with shaking hands.
"We're on the way-with friends" it read.

"Great blessed Agniraon a polka-dot mule!" she breathed. "By the seven rings of Gaboraand
therock of Teylar! Someone put that bastard up for sainthood-he's pulled off afriggin' miracle!™

By now she was shouting, and everyone was staring at her, except for Geyr, who was crooning
to hisexhausted little dog.

She turned to Selenay, who had pushed her face-plate up, and was looking &t her asif she had
gone mad; darmed, and alittle fearful.

"That isn't Ancar's cavalry coming in from thewest, my lady,” she exulted, trying very hard to
keep her grin wrapping around the back of her head and splitting it in two.

"At least it isn't Ancar's cavary now. It's Daren, and he turned ‘em. | don't know how, but the
bastard turned ‘em. That must be why they're riding double. That's Daren's foot up behind the
cavdry-riders. | know exactly what he's doing; thisis atrick we played with tokens, back when we were
studying together. Hell have the cavary comein and drop hisinfantry in on the southern and eastern
flanks to support us, then helll bring the cavalry in behind Ancar'sfoot, probably on the west."

Sdlenay's eyes widened. "Well have Ancar caught in the same trap he thought he had usin!”

Kero nodded, and pulled her visor down. "That'sit, my lady. That dog isn't that much faster than
ahorse. Hell bein place any moment-"

"Captain!" Shallan shouted, and Kero turned to see where she was pointing.

Fireworks, great splashes of color, fire-flowers againgt the blue, rising from three places. And
Kero knew ingtantly why, because it was atrick the Skybolts had used before, when their mages were
too exhausted or too busy to send signals-the mages were probably unable to approach the border,
much less crossit, but physical fireworksworked just fine, and didn't care about any 'guardians,” magic
or otherwise. Southeast, due south, and southwest, the fiery fountains sgnaled Daren's attack on three
fronts. And aready there was confusion, some milling around among the fighters within Kero's range of
vision. The rest of the Skybolts knew what that meant, and let out awhoop of joy.

Kero caught Geyr's attention, and gave him ahand signal. He dropped the dog, sent it back to
the Headler's tent with a single command, and pulled his horn around from behind his back.

"Prepare to charge,” rang out clear and sweet against the growing noise from Ancar'stroops.

Selenay's buglers picked it up, and echoed the command up and down the line.

Kero waited amoment more, as the Skybolts readied themsalves. A skirmish charge was not
like aregulation charge, and she blessed the gods that her people and Selenay's had ample opportunities
to perfect their coordination these past few weeks, for this was the engagement that would count. The
Skyboltswould befirg in-charging the enemy line, firing asthey came, only to ped off to right and lft,

continuing aong the line, firing until they ran out of arrows or line, and coming back inawide arc.

Behind them would be the regular cavalry, lances s&t; heavy cavdry firg, to hit thelinesand



hopefully bresk through while they were il recovering from the hail of arrows, then the light cavary to
come up through the breech made by the heavy cavdry. Then the Skybolts would return, thistime arcing
their arrows high to hit behind the line of fighting, harass those enemy fighters il on their feet in the front
lines, and keep the enemy from bringing foot around to engulf the cavalry.

At that point it would probably get to stedl, and at that point, Kero hersdf would join the fray.
Thefight was till uneven-but now they had achance.

"Don't go chasing any Shadow-Lovers, you!" said avoicein her mind. "l don't share with
anyone!”

Shelooked behind her; Eldan's Companion Ratha shouldered Shdlan's mare aside so that he
could take her place. Shallan shrugged, grinned, then made amocking bow and backed her mare away.

"You'l have to keep up with meif you want achance to enforce that," shereplied. "I don't wait
for anyone.”

"Then what are you waiting for now?"'

"Nothing." Shelifted her hand and signaled Geyr, who blew the charge, and behind her, at the
Heder'stent, she heard the explosions of their own fireworks. Evidently someone had thought quickly
enough to set off their own return signal. Whoever it was, she blessed him.

Thefirst line of archers bore down on the lines, followed by Sdenay's heavy cavary and the
Skybalts light mixed with Herdds and Selenay's light. Dust rose in a blanket from benegth their horses
hooves, making ayellow haze over the battlefield, and making it hard to see anything. Kero counted
under her breath; waiting for the archersto reappear.

At the count of one hundred, they came charging up out of the cloud, turned their horses, and
prepared to charge again. Kero strung her bow, made sure the quiver at her saddle-bow wasfull, and
spurred her horse to join them just asthey made the turn.

Shelost Eldan immediately as he vanished in the chaos; she trusted to Hellsbane's sure feet to
keep them from going down. They sent arrows up over the solid dam of milling bodies, and hoped they
wouldnt hit anything friendly.

Then it wastimefor sword-edge, asarunning line of foot hit them from ether sde with a shock.
Kero cut down at a pike man trying to hook her out of her saddle; Hell shane reared and bashed in the
skull of another as he hooked her neighbor, aVademar regular. A sword came out of nowhere and she
parried it, then kicked its owner in the teeth.

Five men converged on her; she got two, and Hellsbane got one-but one got undernegth her,
because the mel ee was 0 thick the mare couldn't maneuver. Kero saw it coming, the same move that
had gotten one of Hellsbane's predecessors-and she could do nothing to stop it.

The mare screamed as a sword sought her heart-then collapsed, asthe blade found it.

Kero launched hersaf out of the saddle as the horse buckled under her, rolled under another set
of hooves, and came up looking for anything with four legsand no rider.



There-aflash of something pale, yellow-no saddle, but that had never mattered to her. Must be
one of ours-couple of the scouts ride bareback- The horse seemed to sense her need; it plunged directly
toward her, trampling fighters out itsway, and stood till long enough for her to seize ahandful of mane
and drag hersdlf up onto its back.

Andjugtintime-

Daren stuffed the message into the cylinder, and Quenten sent the skinny little dog Kero's
Lieutenant had left with them off acrossthe field. He could hardly believe his eyes when he saw how fast
the the beast moved; like astresk of gray lightning.

| hopeto hell she getsthat, he thought, Quenten said one of the mages was going to put
directionsin the dog's head-Never mind. Either she getsit, or she doesn't.

"Areyou ready?" he asked the putative leader of the nameless men. The man nodded curtly.
"Good luck to you, then."

"Tisn't luck we belookin' for," the man replied, and rode out to the head of histroops. Daren
shuddered. He hadn't liked what he/d seen in the man's eyes. There's someone who is not coming back,
and doesn't care, and the gods help whoever'sin hisway.

At an unspoken signal, the troops rode out, with Daren, the officers, the Rethwellan foot coming
behind. Those riderswould be the first thing that Ancar's men saw-and they should assume that they
weretheir own dlies, coming up aong the wrong flank. That should confuse and anger the officers, who
would assume that the cavdry officerswereignoring their orders.

They passed the orchards that had screened their approach from the enemy, and as Ancar's lines
cameinto view, Daren saw that the plan was working. The officers couldn't see what was behind the
lines of horse, and they were shouting something at the lead riders.

Thiswas what was happening at three points on Ancar's line: southeast, due south, and
southwest, with Daren'sfoot hiding behind the eastern riders. Daren waited, and the riders kept their
beasts at adow wak, waiting for thesignal.

It came, in aburst of colored fire overhead and to their rear. The riders broke into agallop,
skeining away into the west like aflock of birds, leaving behind the foot that they'd hidden. They would
go on to attack the western and southern flanks, leaving the east to Daren.

Daren'strumpeter blew the charge, and while Ancar's men were still staring in confusion, the
infantry, weary from having been carried on horseback al night, hit their lineswith aclash of
metal-on-metdl.

They weretoo tired to make it much of acharge, but they were much better off than they would
have been if they'd come dl thisway onfoot, instead of being carried pillion or sharing one of the
riderless horses. Daren spurred his horse after them, intending to join his men on the line-at oddslike
these, every sword was going to make a difference.

His gelding's hooves thudded on the dry ground in time with his pounding heart. All of the enemy
nearby seemed to be engaged, he looked around for atarget. He thought he could see ameleeto his
right; with horses boiling in and out of acloud of dugt, but it was hard to tell if it was just a confused lot of



escaped horses or area engagement-he turned his gelding in that direction anyway-And awild arrow
ghot his horse out from under him.

Hefdt the horse start to go down; tried to save himsdlf, but the poor beast somersaulted over,
throwing him from the saddle into a bush.

Hefought clear of the branches, and looked around frantically for another set of reins, knowing
he had to get up above the foot so he could see what was going on.

There- A white horse galloped out of the dust-cloud and headed straight for him asif held called
it. He didn't even stop to marvel at his good luck; he just grabbed for the dangling reins and looked up.
Met apair of blue eyesthat went on forever, with ajolt like taking amaceto his skull oh my: "I am
Jasan," said an imperious voice in the back of hishead. "Y ou are Daren. | Choose you. Now get the hell
up here on my back before you get killed!"

He didn't remember doing so, and the next thing he knew, he was up in the saddle, and looking
around for some of hisown people. His attention was caught by an embattled little group on the edge of
the genera melee.

"My lord?" someone shouted, and he turned. It was hisaide, trying to get his attention. Somehow
his own persond guard had managed to catch up with him; he didn't remember that, either. He looked
back to seeif the group till fought. It wasfairly obviousthat this group held someone important; they
were besieged on dl sides, and most of the fighters surrounding them kept trying to pull the members of
the group from their saddles, rather than trying to kill them.

Centermost was awoman; she was armored, but she'd evidently lost her helm. Her gold hair
gleamed incongruoudly in the sunlight, confined only by-Dear gods. Thet'sthe royal coronet.

She was giving agood account of hersalf, dashing at those around her asif sheld been taking
lessons in mayhem from his old teacher Tarma. But at those odds, she and her defenders weren't going to
last too long.

Over my dead body.

"Comeon!" he shouted, and started to drive his spursinto his-Dear gods-His Companion
launched himsdlf a the Queen's position before spur could even touch flank. "Don't do that. Don't ever
do that. Don't even think about it."

Thewind of their passing whipped the words of apology out of histhroat, but it didn't matter;
they hit the enemy from behind, with Jasan doing as much fighting as Daren. For thefirst time Daren had
an ideawhat it waslike to have awar steed.

"Indeed.”" Jasan turned aman's head into red ruin with hisforefeet, fastidioudy dancing asdeto
avoid theblood. "A war steed--I think not.”

"Sorry," Daren replied weskly, and then he was much too busy to think, much lessreply.
Then-there was no onein front of his sword, and nothing under Jasan's hooves, Selenay was

sheething her sword and looking in his direction with a thousand questionsin her eyes. Jasan blew out a
breath, and relaxed.



The Companion paced gracefully toward the Queen of VVademar with his head held high and
stopped just close enough for Daren to reach for her hand and kissit properly and there was no doubt in
Daren's mind that this was what his Companion expected him to do.

He pushed back the visor of his helm, and wiped the blood from his own right hand, and started
to reach, and met Selenay's eyes. Sdlenay's bright, blue, eyes.

And felt the words freeze on histongue.
"Hmm," Jasan said, smugly, in hismind. " See something you like?"

And from the look on the Queen'sface, she was having asimilar tongue-tying experience.

Kero rode up beside Geyr, and dapped hisarm to get his attention.

"Get out there-" she shouted, waving at the lines of Ancar's fighters, who were now turning tail
and running, heading for the east and even casting aside wegpons and shieldsin order to run fagter.
Already some of the Skybolts, carried away by battle-fever, were spurring their tired horsesto follow.
"Sound 'Assembly'!" sheydled a him. "Get those fools back here before they founder!™

Geyr nodded, and cantered his horse after them. Kero sagged in her place, suddenly exhausted.
It wasn't easy, riding ahorse without saddle or reins-doing o in battle was doubly hard. She wasjust as
glad now that her cousins had taught her how and drilled her init till she was ready to drop.

But this had to be the most remarkabl e beast shed ever sat; better than any of the Hellsbanes. It
was uncanny, the way it had seemed to read her mind and act accordingly.

She looked down at the back of the beast's head, so covered in yellow dust that it was
impossible to say what color it was.

"Well, love," she said, patting his neck. "Hellsbane's gone to the Star-Eyed's pastures, but you
seem to have been sent by the Shin'ain Lady herself. Let'sget alook at you.”

She swung her leg over the horse's shoulder, and did down to the ground then turned with one
hand on the horse's shoulder to look into its eyes.

Its-blue-eyes.

And it was not yellow, as she saw when it shook itsalf and shed the dust in acloud; it was white,
Tal, blue-eyed, and white as the purest of summer clouds.

"Oh, my-" she said weskly, caught in those eyes, asthe eyes were caught in her gaze.
"l am Sayvd. Y ou are my-look out!"
But Kero only turned in time to see the mace coming at her too quickly to block.

"Hydathastits" Daren happened to look away from Selenay's eyesjust in time to see the 'dead’
man leap to hisfeet, and swing his mace down on Kero's head.



Jasan reacted faster than he did; before he managed to get out more than asmple "No!" the
Companion had twisted around like aweasel and was charging Kero's attacker at agallop.

The man saw them coming, but had no chance to do more than raise hisarm ineffectudly before
he was under Jasan's hooves.

Not just Jasan's hooves; another Companion shouldered him aside, and began pounding the man
into red dust.

Daren jJumped off Jasan, with Selenay right behind him and went to his knees beside Kerowyn's
body. He felt under her chin, then her wrigt, for apulse. Dear gods, oh dear gods, she's not breathing-|
can't fed apulse-Then he was shoved aside by aman in filthy, blood flecked Whites, aman who
pounded Kero's chest, then clamped his mouth over hersto force air into her lungs.

Daren till had Kero'swrist, when, suddenly, he felt the steady beat benegath his fingers, and she
coughed and took along breath. He got out of the way, as the Heradd fumbled with the chin-strap of her
helm while Selenay |oosened her throat-guard. The other Herald was cursing the helm, and cursing her,
and swearing as the tears poured down hisface that if she died, he was going to kill her.

Her eyes opened just asthe Herald got the helm off, and she looked Straight up at him.

"That'salittle extreme, isn't it, keachar 7' she said mildly, just before her eyesrolled up into her
head and she passed out.

Daren decided that this was a good time to go collect Kero'stroops, and take over the
mopping-up.

Kero tugged at the hem of her pristine white tunic, and looked out over the grounds of the
Herad's Collegium from her vantage point atop an old observation tower.

She scowled as she realized what she was doing, and clasped her hands behind her back. As she
did so, her hand brushed Need's hilt. She left it there for amoment, but there was no sign from the
sword. She haf expected the blade to demand to be passed to Elspeth when the fighting was all over,
but it hadn't stirred at dl since that Single moment of recognition.

Wéll, the tradiition is that the sword passes when the new bearer is about to go do something
dangerous, and Elspeth's not likely to go running off on her own any time soon. But | can't say as!'ll miss
the damn thing too much.

Ancar-or rather, his army-had run back home to Hardorn with tails tucked between legs.
Bobbed tails, those suicida farmers Daren had brought in had done an immense amount of damage
before they were cut down.

Vademar was safe for awhile, a least-and there would be more tying Vademar to Rethwellan
than just apromise.

Sdlenay was absolutely head over hedlsin love with-of al people-Daren. And he wasjust as
disgustingly smitten as shewas. Y ou could hardly get them apart.



Eldan sworeit was alife bond.

I'll have to remember to tell her he snores when he's drunk.

Tdiaand that man-mountain of herswere giggling about the Situation every time Kero saw them.
Even Princess Elspeth seemed to find it dl very amusing; Kero wondered how amusing sheld find it when

she suddenly had infant sSiters and brothersto tend. Selenay was no old hag, and fertility ran in Daren's
family.

Oh, well, Faramisjust going to have to learn to get dong without the best Lord Martid he's ever
had. | don't think you're going to be able to pry Daren out of VVademar without a crowbar.

She caught hersdlf tugging the hem of her tunic again, and scowled down &t it.

"How in hdl can | beaHerald at my age?' she demanded of the air. "I've got thingsto do, I've
got alife and respongbilities”

But unless she wanted to give up Sayvel-Never!-she was going to have to say in Vademar.

"But what am | going to do about the Skybolts?' she asked aloud.

"I don't know, dear, the problem's never come up before.”

"That's because you idiot horses never Chose amerc Captain before," shereplied acidly. "These
aren't just people | order around; I've led them for ten years, they're practicaly my children! How can |
just abandon them, put them in the hands of somebody el se-somebody like Ardana, who didn't givea
damn and could take them right into disaster?"

"None of your seconds are like Ardana," the Companion pointed out.

"But none of my seconds have half my training, either! " She paced back and forth, just about
ready to throw hersdf off the walls and be donewith it. "They're not ready, and I'm not ready. It's either
leave you, or leave them, and how can | make adecison like that?"

"Y ou're the only onewho can.”

"I told you she'd be up here." Geyr's black head peered over the edge of the observation
platform. " Captain, this obsession you have with heightsis damned unnaturd .”

He climbed into view, followed by Shallan, Scratcher, and atumble of hislittle dogs.

"| agree. Feet belong on the ground.”

"Captain, wevoted again,” Shalan said. "Wefigured you'd be al tied up in knots about being
stuck asaHerad and you having to stay and us going back and dl, so we figured we'd make up your
mind for you. Were saying.”

"Yourewhat?' Kero suttered. "How? Why?"

"Ah, it'seasy enough," Scratcher said with agrin. "This Queen offered an unlimited contract, with
you as permanent Captain, once you finish that schooling they want to give you.”



"Hellfires" Kero muttered. "School. At my age.”

"Since Quenten and the rest can't cross over the border, they're goin' back to Bolthaven and
send ev'body ese up here. Quenten'stakin' over Bolthaven, make a school out of it."

"Just like your grandmother's,”" Shdlan interjected. "Town won't suffer by it, nor will the
pensioners. | wastakin' with your cousins before we | eft; they reckoned it wouldn't be abad thing to
haul some Clan strings up here, where the market's better. So | "spect they'll bring Ta€'sedrin horses up
here, and let another Clan take over the Bolthaven horsefair. And gods hel p anybody who messes with
them. Quenten just made Master. Nobody's gonna try anything sharp on them, comin', goin' or in

Kero turned her back on them, fegling asif she was being humored.

"Soyou'vegot it al settled for me, have you?' They don't need me, after all. | guess I'm pretty
redundant.... "Hdllfire, Captain!" Shalan snarled, sofiercely it forced Kero to turn to look at them. "This
was the only way these damn whitecoatsd let us keep you! Y ou think we're gonnalet you go kiting all
over this heathen country by yourself? Not likely! If you're gonnafind some action we want apiece of it!"

"Captain, you've gone and landed usin the cream," Geyr said shrewdly. " Scratcher has not told
you our hire. The Queen is deeding us a border town."

"Canyou imagineit?' Scratcher chuckled. "Usl Landed gentry, no lessl Thereisno way were
letting you out of our sight! Y ou took the Skybolts from haf a Company to landed satus-we wanta see
what ese you come up with! We may yet wind up dukes or something!

"'Sides," Shallan growled, scuffing her boot-toe againgt the stone. " These folks need us. An' some
of your damn morasisrubbin’ off on us™"

"Hightime, too," Sayve sad.

"Well see about that. Y ou people could use agood shaking up, Sayve." Kero shook her head,
and looked down &t the pure white tunic.

"Damn. Guess| don't have achoice, if I'm going to convert you ruffiansto honest citizens." Geyr
made arude sound, and Shallan did her "villageidiot" imitation.

"Dear gods, what have | gotten mysdf into?"
"We're gonna shake 'em up, Captain,” said Scratcher, echoing her earlier retort to Sayvel.

"They could useit,” she agreed. "Gods, thereés onething I'd like to do-isthere any way we can
camouflage this job shoot me now uniform?

"Could be, Captain," Scratcher said with awink. "I'll work onit.”

"| guessthey're just going to haveto get used to anew kind of Herad, Captain,” Shallan
grinned.

"High timefor that, too. We're supposed to beflexible. Y ou can kegp us al on our toes, and you



can gtart with Eldan, | think. And you should have guessed that your troopers noticed how you two fed
about each other. They think thisisaperfect solution for that, too. And they're taking bets on when the
hand fasting going to be."

Kero chuckled. "Lady, youre going to get flexible like you've never seen before. And Eldan's
going to get somered surprises.”

"Inthat case, | think thisisgoing to work out. " She sduted them, and dl three returned the
sute.

"Comeon," shetold them. "Let'sgo scanddize Vademar."

"For starters," Shallan observed, "We're going to have to teach these white coats how to have a
red party.”

"Asthe Tayledras say, 'May you livein interesting times." "

Kero threw back her head and laughed.

"You got it, horse-lady. And may you get-not what you deserve-but your heart'sdesire.”

"Y ou know, lovely lady,” Kero sent back to her, as she followed her troopers down to tell the

rest that sheld accepted their solution, "1 think | have. Beyond al logic and expectation, | actudly think |
have"



