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CHAPTER 1

The Stag and Otter

SEREGIL BALANCED PRECARIOUSLY atop the shard-lined wall, impatiently scanning the
shadowy garden below for his misplaced partner. Alec had been right behind him when he' d shimmied
out the library window, or so he' d thought.

Everything about this job had taken too long: finding away in, finding the right room (for which they’d
been given the wrong directions), then finding the stolen brooch in question, the possessor of which-one
of the most vicious new blackmailersin Rhiminee-had very wisdy kept in a casket with severd dozen
others. Seregil had to scrutinize each one by alightstone’ sglow. If he hadn’t been so fond of the young
lady whaose reputation hung on the success of this night’ swork, he' d have given up the whole damned
mess hours ago.

Dawn was afaint smudge above the rooftops now. A weak but wel come breeze whispered through
the yellowing leaves of the garden below. It tugged at the long, stray strands of dark hair clinging,
swest-plastered, to Seregil’ sforehead. Summer’ s heat was lingering into early autumn thisyear. Histhin
linen shirt was soaked through and rank under the arms. The swath of black silk across hislower face



was sticking to hislips. He just wanted to go home to a bath and clean cool sheets...

Y et there was till no sign of Alec.

“Hey! Where areyou?’ he called softly. He was about to risk calling out again when he heard a
muttered curse from the shadow of a pear tree near the house.

“I dropped it,” Alec hissed, ill out of sight.

“Oh, pleasetell meyou'rejoking!” Seregil whispered back.

“Shh! They’ll hear you.”

The tdlltale scrape of iron againgt stone came from the nearby kitchen as some early-rising servant
stirred up banked coals on a hearth.

Seregil climbed down the lime tree they’ d used for aladder, with every intention of collaring Alec and
dragging him away-by forceif need be.

The younger man’'sdark clothing made him al but invisible in the shadows, except for hisblond braid.
He' d pulled off his head scarf somewhere dong theway and his hair gleamed tellingly over one shoulder
as he scrabbled about on hands and knees, searching frantically in the grass.

“Leaveit!”

Stubborn as always, Alec crawled back toward the house insteed, frantically brushing his hands over
the clipped turf. Seregil was reaching for Alec's braid when the sound of a door opening sent them both
flat on ther bellies. Neither breathed as a young servant trudged by with reeking pails of night soll,
passing within afew feet of wherethey lay.

As soon as hewas gone, Alec was on hisfeet, pulling Seregil up. “Found it! Come on.”

“ Now you'rein ahurry?’

They ran for the tree. Seregil, the better climber, laced his fingers together and gave Alec a one-footed
boost up into the lowest branches. Before he could follow, however, he heard a startled gasp behind him.
Turning, he found the servant staring straight a him, empty pails on the ground at hisfeet. They stood
eye-locked for an ingtant, then the child found his voice and shrieked, “ Robbers! Mistress Hobb, loose
thedogd”

Seregil scarcdly felt the rough bark of the tree as he launched himsalf up. He hadn’t once been known
asthe Rhiminee Cat for nothing. In his haste, he was careless, though, and diced his hand open on one of
the pottery shards set into the top of thewall. Ignoring the pain, he vaulted over and landed in acrouch
on the pavement beside Alec. Asthey sprinted away, two enormous mastiffs came pelting out through a
sde gate, and severa men with them, armed with cudgels.

“Doit!” Alec hissed, eyeswide above hismask. “Do the dog thing!”

“I’d haveto stop firgt, wouldn't 17" Seregil panted, trying to staunch hisbloody hand in his shirttail as
heran. “Follow me.”

The Temple Digtrict was not the sort of neighborhood in which masked men being pursued by large
dogs went unremarked upon, even at this hour. The Scavenger crews were aready at work, and Seregil
collided with one of them as he rounded the corner into Long Y ew Street. He kept hisfeet but had to roll
awkwardly acrossthetop of her stinking barrow, coming eye to eye with arotting dog in the process.

“I'll have the Watch on you, you bastards!” she screeched after them as they pelted on.

And al thewhile, their enemy the sun wasrising, and the dogs were gaining.

Seregil caught Alec’sarm and steered him down aside street lined with shops. Alec pulled away
hedtily.

“Bilary’sBdls, you stink!”

Seregil thought that certainly summed up their night’ swork.

At thefar end of this street, awall screened the sacred grove behind the temple of Dana.

“Up,” he ordered, making agtirrup of hishands again.

Hewinced as Alec thrust adirty boot againgt hiswounded palm and jumped. Making the top of the
wall, Alec reached down to Seregil, but once again, it wastoo late. The dogs came boiling up, snarling
and davering.

Cornered, Seregil thrust out hisbloody left hand, first and little finger extended and turned it like akey
inalock. “ Soorathaass!”



It was aminor spell, and one of the very few he’ d ever been ableto reliably accomplish. But thisone
awaysworked, and he' d probably done it thousands of times over the years. All the same, he held his
bresth as the dogs skidded to ahdt. Thelarger of the two sniffed at him curioudly, then wagged her tail.
Seregil gave them both a pat on the head and waved them off.

Judging by the outcry close behind, though, their masters hadn’t given up yet. With Alec’ s help, Seregil
scrambled quickly up the rough stonework. They dropped over the other side and collapsed, panting,
with their heads between their knees. It was till dark and cool in the beech grove. Overhead, the fading
leavesrattled soothingly in the breeze. A small shrine stood nearby, and abroad path led in the direction
of thetemple.

Seregil breathed the fragrant, herb-scented air and willed his heart to stop pounding. A few of the
brown temple doves fluttered down to join them, cooing eagerly for ahandout. On the other side of the
wall, he heard their pursuers pound by, cursing the dogs and il thinking their quarry somewhere ahead.

“Cut that abit close, didn’t we?” Alec pulled off his sweat-soaked mask and used it to bind Seregil’s
hand.

The st stung the raw skin and Seregil winced. “WEe re going soft. Too much larking about. So, how
the hdll did you drop the thing?”

Alec pulled the brooch from inside his shirt. It was a ddlicate piece; atiny crescent set with pearls.

“It ssosmall. | wastrying to put it somewhere safe, so | wouldn't-"

“Dropit?

Before Alec could defend himself, ahigh-pitched voice cdled out, “Y ou there! What do you think
you'redoing? Thisis sacred ground!”

Seregil stood up, scattering the doves. A half-grown acolyte came hurrying toward them, his short
brown robe whipping around his skinny legs.

It was force of habit, more than anything, that made Alec and Seregil both head for the wall. Before he
could find purchase, however, Seregil felt something like an attack of bees shoot through the backs of his
legs, cramping his muscles and hating himin histracks. Alec et out ayelp and whirled around, dapping
at histhighs and buttocks.

“Peace, brother,” Seregil gritted out as he faced down the outraged Dalnan. “We mean no harm.”

“Lord Seregil? Lord Alec?’ The boy made them a hasty bow. “Forgive me! | didn’t redlize you were
here. There was an outcry just now and | took you for the thieves.”

“I guessyou gartled us as much aswe did you,” Alec replied, with the full force of the country-bred
guildlessness“Lord Alec” wasknown for.

Seregil smothered agrin asthe acolyte laughed. Being a ya’' shel -a half-breed-Alec still looked
deceptively boyish at twenty. Somehow, dl the evil and hardship he' d seen in his short life, most of it
snce mesting Seregil, had not dimmed hisinnocent glow. With those dark blue eyes and that golden hair,
he could charm man or woman, old or young, with no more than a smile and few well-chosen words.

“I’'m afraid we came straight on from the Lower City,” Seregil said, feigning chagrin ashe brushed a
hand over hisquestionable éttire. “My friend hereisin need of some spiritual solace, after the drubbing
wetook at the gaming houses. Lost the coats off our backs, as you can see, and saw abit of fighting.”

“But what are you doing way back here?” asked the boy.

“Praying,” Alec replied quickly. “I wanted to see Vaerius, but it'sso early | thought I’ d meditate a bit
until hewasup.”

“Of course, my lord. | hopeyou'll pardon my interruption. I'll tell him you're here.”

Seregil watched him go, then raised an eyebrow at Alec. “You just lied to apriest.”

“Sodidyou.”

“ | lieto everyone. Y ou're the good Danan boy.”

“I haven't been agood Danan boy since | met you. All thesame...” Alec went to the shrine and softly
sang some prayer, the picture of piety.

Seregil left him to it, steeling himself to face Vaerius. He and the priest had both been Watchers, and
had worked together many times over the years, but Seregil’ sgut till tightened as he caught sight of the
man striding toward them, his black beard and eyebrows noticeably bristling.



Vaerius had been the high priest of Dalnain Rhiminee for four years now, but it hadn’t smoothed his
temper. He went straight for Alec and gave him a sharp cuff onthe ear.

“That sfor lying insde the precinct, you whelp!”

“Ow! Sorry,” Alec said humbly, clasping the side of his head.

Valerius knew better than to raise ahand to Seregil, but his expression was enough to make the
smaller man take astep back. “ All the barking and ydlling that just disturbed my morning meditation
would be your doing, | takeit?’

“All inagood cause”

Vaerius snorted and folded hisarms across his broad chest. A northerner like Alec, hewas haf a
head taller than ether of them and built like amountain bear.

And just as ill-tempered, Seregil reflected sourly. Considerably more dangerous, too, evenin a
good mood.

“Wall, | suppose that’ s better than what Brother Myus thought he caught you two at.”

“I wouldn't!” Alec gasped, going red to the ears. “Not here.”

Vderius gave him another disapproving look. The truth was he liked Alec and had dways blamed
Seregil for what he deemed the young man’ sfdl into bad ways. In the eyes of most of Rhiminee society,
Alec was aminor noble of no consequence beyond his somewhat scandal ous association with the
dissolute and clever Lord Seregil. Thefact that he' d first been introduced to society as Seregil’ sward
only added to the gossip. But in Rhiminee, of course, that was generdly aplus.

“Soyou'redtill up to your old tricks?” Vaerius rumbled as they walked back toward the temple.

“Not much elseto do, these days,” Seregil replied. “With Thero till in Aurénen, there'sbeen no-" He
waved ahand casualy, thumb hooked over thetop of histhird finger: the sgn for Watcher business.

Vaerius paused near the portico and lowered hisvoice. “ And Phoriagtill hasn't summoned you? It's
been well over ayear now, hasn't it? After what the two of you accomplished for Skalain Aurénen, |
should think she' d want you with her spies”

“Then you don’t know Phoria,” Seregil muttered.

“We hope to see her when she returnsfrom the front,” Alec told him, anxious to change the subject.
“Duke Tornuswrote to her on our behdf, offering our services again.”

“Ah, yes. Will you be stting with the Royd Kin for the Progress?’

Seregil gave him awry look. “We haven't received our invitation yet.”

Acolytes were spreading the morning crumbsfor the doves in the temple courtyard. A few birds
fluttered up at their approach, and one landed on Alec’s shoulder. He offered it afinger and it perched
there, preening.

Seregil grinned at Vaerius. “See? Y our Maker il loves him, even with me around.”

“Perhaps,” Vaerius muttered.

Seregil regretted his choice of hiding place. Vaerius sjibes about Alec till struck more deeply than
Seregil liked to admit.

Friend, partner in their precarious secret business, and talimenios-there was no proper trandation for
all that encompassed, or the deep bond of heart and body he and Alec shared. Seregil had taught him
guileand al thetricks of the nightrunner trade, but at heart Alec was 4till the honest woodsman he'd
found in that northern cdll, and for that Seregil would aways be grateful. Loving Alec made him fed
amog dean again, himsdf.

Vaeriuslent them light cloaks and they set off for the Stag and Otter to change clothes.

“Wéll, that could have gone better, but at least we got what we went for. That’ sthe most fun we ve
had in ages!” Alec flipped the brooch up inthe air.

Seregil snatched it in midair and shoved it into his purse. “ Areyou trying to drop it again?’

“I found it, didn’t 1?7 Alec teased, determined not to let Seregil sink into one of hismoods. “ Admit it.
That wasfun!”

“Fun?’

“Well, more fun than moping around Whed Street, or a some noble' ssalon.”

“And when have we been doing that? I’ m quite out of fashion at court these days, along with most



thingsAurénfaie”

“Ingrates,” muttered Alec.

There had been anumber of notable shiftsat court, following the death of Queen Idrilain two winters
earlier-even with her successor, Queen Phoria, away most of the year, fighting in Mycena. Despite the
obvious benefits of reopened trade with Aurénen, she had issued aroya decree: the Aurénfaie style of
naming, popular sincethetime of thefirst Idrilain, was no longer used at court. Southern stylesin dress,
jewdry, and music were aso out of fashion. Y oung men were letting their beards grow and wearing their
hair cropped short about the ears.

Seregil’ s response had, of course, been to refuseto cut hishair at al. It waswell past his shoulders
now. Alec did the same, but braided histo keep it out of hisface.

Among the genera populace, however, Aurénfaie goods werein grest demand. Whatever the nobles
might do in public to please the new queen, the people hadn’t lost their taste for luxuries and novelty.

The Harvest Market was bustling by the time they reached it, the huge square filled with the colored
awnings and ranks of booths selling everything from cheap jewel s and knit goodsto live poultry and
cheese. A Queen’sHerdd stood on the platform near the central fountain, announcing some victory on
the Folcwine.

Thewar againgt Plenimar was till grinding on, and brought home to Rhimineein theform of the criers
daily reports, cartloads of funerd urns and crippled soldiers, and the growing shortages of metd, horses,
and mest. Seregil kept alarge map on the dining room wall at Whed Street, stuck with brass pinsto
mark the surging tide of battle. After this summer’ s bloody fighting, Phoriaand her Mycenian and
Aurénfaie dlies had finaly pushed the enemy back halfway across Mycena, and held aline past the
eastern bank of the Folcwine. Northern gold and wool were trickling south again, ong the recaptured
Gold Road, but supplies ill had to flow north.

Famished and exhausted, Alec and Seregil paused long enough to get the gist, then ambled on to the
booth of their favorite baker for dices of warm bread dathered thickly with fresh butter and honey.
Asthey turned the corner into Blue Fish Street, Alec looked up at the cloudless sky. “ Another hot

day

ot for much longer, | hope.” Seregil pulled hisdamp hair over one shoulder, trying to get the breeze
on his neck.

Even after dl thistime, it fill felt odd to Alec, walking down thisfamiliar street and not finding the
Cockerd Inn there. They’d had anew inn built in its place. The Stag and Otter-atongue-in-cheek
reference to the animal formsthey’ d each taken during Nysander’ sintrinsic nature spell-had been open
for business for three months, and had aready established agood namefor its beer, if not thefood. The
Cockerd’s cook, old Thryis, had been well-known on this side of the city for her excellent fare.

To rebuild on the same spot had seemed like a good idea when they’ d come back to Rhiminee ayear
and ahdf ago. Now Alec thought it had been amistake. Some of the foundation stones were il
blackened-a stark reminder of the night Seregil had burned the old inn asafunera pyrefor their
murdered friends.

“Y ou two are up and about early today,” Ema called asthey passed the open kitchen door. Broadly
pregnant, she held her gpron hem carefully under the bulge of her belly as she bent to check on the
contents of akettle bubbling on its hook over the kitchen hearth.

“Never camehomelast night at al,” Alec said with awink. Mistress Emawas blond and pretty and
cheerful, and Alec had warmed to her a once, even though her cooking skillsleft much to be desired.

“Y ou wicked things! But you'll be hungry, | bet. I ve got some cakesrising for bregkfast, and some
sdt cod and onions on the bail.”

“Don’t trouble yourself. Just tea,” Seregil replied curtly, striding on. He hated sdt cod and onions and
had told her that a dozen times or more. The kitchen reeked of it.

“I'll come down for some cakes later,” Alec put in quickly as hetook the teatray. He' d have taken
the fish, too, but Seregil wouldn't dlow the smelly stuff in their rooms.

Magyana- the last remaining wizard at the Oréska House who cdled Seregil friend-had found the
couple who ran the place. The husband, Tomin, was some kin of hers, from atown south of Ardinlee.



Alec liked them well enough, but Seregil was still keeping his distance, and not just because of the food.
Even with everything new right down to the pot hooks, neither of them could set foot in the place without
expecting to hear Thryis snapping out ordersto Cillain the kitchen, or Diomis s laughter as he bounced
his grandson L uthas on his knee by the hearth. The child wasthe only survivor of that night, asde from
Seregil’ s cat, and was now safely fostered with the Cavishes at Watermead. Alec il caught aglimpse of
Seregil’ sguilt every time they saw the child; he' d never stopped blaming himsdlf for the massacre.

The stink of thefish gave way to the sweetly cloying smell of fresh wood and plaster as Alec followed
Seregil upstairs. The Cockerel had been as settled as an old ship, steeped with years of cook smoke and
s0ap boiling and liveslived. This place would smell new for years.

The third-floor roomsthey shared were well hidden, just asthey had been at the Cockerel. Magyana
had obscured the door that led to the secret stair, and warded those stairs just asthey had been at the
Cockerd. Aswith the old place, the wards on the stairs were keyed not to incinerate cats.

Seregil whispered the passwords for the current wards as he reached each one. He still insisted on
changing them frequently, though it was unlikely anyone would come hunting them now. Fortunatdy, Alec
had agood memory. This month they were the Aurénfaie words for the phases of the moon.

“Aurathra”

“Morinth.”

“Sdethrir.”

“Tilentha”

Ruetha was sitting at the top of the stairs, busy cleaning her white ruff and paws. Sheignored them
until Seregil opened the door, then bounded through with her plumed tail held high.

These new rooms were pleasant enough. The windows were clean enough to see through, the newly
purchased furniture didn’t smell of must and smoke, and the new white marble fireplace certainly drew
better. All the same, the whitewashed walls lacked the patina gained from years of smoke and candles,
and they weren't yet covered with trophies of past jobs and adventures. Those had al been lost. The
only object that had survived the fire was the mermaid statue, now back in her place by the front door.
Her marble skin was soot-stained and her upraised hand had broken off, but Alec had insisted on
keeping her. Seregil pulled off his borrowed cloak and tossed it over her head.

A door on thefar side of theroom led into the bedroom, where a broad, curtained bed and their
clothes chests took up most of the floor space. Both roomswere still neat and orderly.

At least for now, Alec thought with atinge of regret.

Gone were Seregil’ s carefully hoarded books and scrolls, and the dusty store of maps he’ d collected
over the years and stored under the couch. All lost. The new worktables were well stocked with tools
and asmall forge, but lacked the comforting clutter of old locks and odd bits of metdl, string, weapons,
and wood. Though he' d often counsded Alec againgt burdening himself down with possessions, Seregil
was araven at heart, unable to resst picking up anything useful or shiny.

Despite dl the changes, they were both glad to finally have a place to escape to again when playing the
dissolute nobles at the Whed Street villabecame too much of abother.

They washed the night' s dirt from their bodies and faces with water from the rain barrel on the roof
and drank their tea as they dressed in light summer surcoats, doeskin breeches, and tall polished boots.
Seregil went to asmall casket on the mantelpiece and took out a heavy gold ring. It was set with aruby
carved with Klia s profile. She' d given it to him in Aurénen, ostensibly in gratitude for hishelp there.
Seregil woreit often-out of pride, certainly, and as remembrance of his absent friend-but aso, Alec
suspected, to spite Phoriaand her lapdogs.

Odtracized and unwanted, they’ d spent the past year dternating between the bright salons of the
nobles who would still associate with them, and carrying out minor intrigues like tonight’ s job-often for
the same people. Seregil was growing increasingly restlesswith the situation and had taken to dipping out



alone at night again, as he used to before they were lovers.

Sofar, Alec had res sted the temptation to follow him. Seregil seldom stayed away long, and usuadly
returned in abetter mood and eager to make up for his absence. Reluctant as dways to admit whatever
might be troubling him, Seregil was more than generous with the silent language of the body. It wasa
language Alec had learned well and easlly.

Perhapsit spoke now, carrying Alec’sirritation, for as he braided his hair into aneater plait, Seregil
caught him by thewrist and pulled him close. Wrapping hisarmsloosdly around Alec’ swaist, he nipped
him on the side of the neck and chuckled. “I'm sorry. I’ ve been abastard. So you redlly il likeit so
much, doing slly littlejobslike that?”

“Yes. | mean, it wasn't much of achalenge, but at least we were working.”

Seregil lifted Alec’ sleft hand, tracing histhumb over the round, faded scar on the pam. It wasa
reminder of thefirst job they’ d shared, one that had nearly killed them both. Seregil bore asimilar mark
on his chest, just above his heart.

“Maybe that’ s the problem, tali. Too much risk for too little purpose these days.”

Alec stroked hislover’s smooth, beardless cheek. “It’ s not the same here, anymore, isit? | hoped
getting back to work would help.”

Seregil gave him asad little smile. “I thought o, too, but it hasn't.”

When Alec had first cometo Rhiminee, Seregil was gill the Rhiminee Cat, the city’ s facdessand most
fearlessthief for hire. When they’ d abandoned the city after Nysander’ s desth, the Cat had died, too, or
so rumor had it. There d been no way to resurrect him without giving rise to unwel come speculation.
Seregil had been known in some circles as aman who could find the thief when he was needed, and he'd
let it be known that he' d found anew nightrunner, but these little clandestine jobs were harder to come
by latdy.

Alec tightened his arms around Seregil and leaned his forehead againgt hislover’s. He had to stoop
jugt alittle. He was dightly taller than Seregil now, with atrace of colorless down on his cheeks; both
sggnsof hishuman blood, just like hisydlow hair.

“When we were running from those dogs, dl | could think of waswhat it would belikeif they caught
us,” Seregil murmured. “Imagine-Lord Seregil and Lord Alec dapped up in the Red Tower for common
housebreaking? No one knowswhat we redly are, or what we' ve donefor Skaa. It would just be
shame and dishonor, and for what? Because sometitled dip of agirl couldn’t keep her skirts down on
Mourning Night, then decided she wanted a proper marriage? For that, | risk losing you?’

“Isthat why you turned down so many jobs?’

“You knew?’

“Of course | knew. So you' re getting scared, after dl thistime?’

“It'snot fear.” Seregil gave Alec’sbraid an annoyed tug. “I1t' sthe sheer pointlessnessof it dl!” Pulling
away, he threw himsdf down on the couch. “Is this what we came back for? Errand boys for bored
nobles? | wish we' d stayed up in the mountains, hunting wolves and screwing inthetdl grass”

Alec settled down next to him with aresigned sigh. Seregil was dways at hisworst when hewas
bored. “Maybe Magyana-?’

“She’ snever needed our kind of help. She'sascholar, not a Watcher. If Phoriawould just swallow
her pride and bring Kliaand Thero back from Gedre, maybe things would pick up. Otherwise?’ He
pulled out the brooch and eyed it with distaste. “Wdll, at least there’ s no shortage of this sort of thing.”

CHAPTER 2

Too Much, and Not Enough

PHORIA AND HER army sailed back to Rhiminee at the end of Rhysin, and rode up to the city
through the Harbor Way, through the cold autumn rain and the last of the falling red and gold leaves. The



officia Progresswould be held the next day, but this entrance was carried out with as much pomp and
ceremony asif the war had ended, rather than trailed off in yet another season of stalemate.

Peace still seemed beyond anyone' s grasp, but Phoria had decreed that there be anew holiday in the
caendar-the Celebration of Returning Heroes-nonetheless. The stated purpose was to commemorate the
year’ s victories-without mention of the defeats, of course-and to honor the falen. She' d done the same
last year, when hopes had been higher.

The rain- soaked banners and golden shidds hung aong the streets looked alittle forlorn this yeer,
thought Alec, as he and Seregil stood with the common masses along the walls of the Sea Market, well
bundled against the damp chill off the sea. From here they had agood view of the queen as she rode by,
brilliant even in thiswatery light in her gold-chased war hdm and breastplate, holding the great Sword of
Gherilain upright before her. Even more than the crown, the ancient blade was the most potent symbol of
her reign, both asruler and the country’ s supreme war commander. The first time Alec had seen Phoria's
mother, Idrilain had been wearing that same armor, and that sword had been hers.

Phoria stwin brother, Prince Korathan, rode on her right. He was the Vicegerent now, and it was odd
to see him, her equal asawarrior, dressed in robes of state and the flat velvet hat instead of a
commander’ suniform. Hisgreying blond hair was till long, in contrast to most of the court. Sitting his
huge black charger with the ease of aborn warrior, he cut an elegant and regd figure. Unlike Phoriaand
their younger sster Ardain, he had dways been friendly with Seregil, and with hishaf sster Klia, too.
Alecliked himfor thet.

Therain pelted down harder, but they lingered on, counting regiments and banners. By thetimethe last
men-at-arms marched past, Alec estimated she' d lost nearly five hundred soldiers, and thiswas only the
Rhiminee force they were seeing. The cartloads of funera urnswere never part of the officia
proceedings.

“Comeon,” Seregil said at last through chattering teeth. “ The Cavishes will have arrived by now.”

They stole aride on the back of apassing wagon and arrived back at Whed Street to find Micum and
hisfamily waiting for themin the painted sdlon.

Kari hurried over to embrace Alec, balancing three-year-old, red-haired Gherin on one hip. The child
reached out and grabbed at Alec'sbraid. “Muncle Arek!”

“Thereyou are, my sweet boy!” Kari cried, kissng Alec soundly on both cheeks. “A whole lovely
summer gone and you only came out to Watermead twice? What has Seregil had you doing?’

“Y ou know better than to ask that, my love.” Micum chuckled, limping over to clagp hands with
Seregil. Hewas dressed for town today in afine embroidered coat and his best sword belt, and leaning
on apolished waking stick with an ivory head carved in the shape of afish-agift from Seregil.

It ill hurt to see him likethis, his fiff leg a congtant reminder of that awful day four yearsago. They dl
carried wounds; Micum’ swas the most visible, but Seregil’ sby far the degpest. The closest he ever
cameto speaking of it these days were the nights when he woke up yelling or crying, drenched in cold
sweet. But none of that showed when he was awake and in command of himsaif.

Seregil embraced hisold friend, then looked around. “And where' smy little bird?’

“Here, Uncle!” Illiacametripping lightly down the staircase, flanked by Seregil’ stwo huge white
Zengati hounds, Mérag and Zir, and carrying her foster brother piggyback. Ten now, Illiawas dark and
pretty like her mother and middle sister, Elsbet, and trying to act very grown-up. “ L uthas wanted to see
the picture booksin thelibrary again. He remembered them from our last vidt. Just a minute, though. |
brought you presents!” Shelet Luthas down and ran back upstairs.

“Uncle!” Luthasran to throw hisarms around Seregil’ s knees. Seregil ruffled the child shair, but Alec
didn’'t missthefleeting look of sadnessin hisfriend’ seyes.

Mercifully, Luthas was too young to remember his mother and grandparents, or how Seregil had
saved him from the burning inn. He' d dways had a specid affection for Seregil, though, and Seregil was
awayskind to the child, even though Alec knew how he dreaded the day that the boy learned the truth
of hispast.

[llia clattered back downstairs with two bulky brown bundles under her arms. “1 made these for you. It
took me dl summer!”



Alec unfolded his and shook out awell-made woolen swester. Seregil’ swasthe same, in darker
wool.

“Well now, look at that.” Seregil gave Alec awink. “The arms are the same length and everything.”

“I'll take it back!” Illiawarned, grinning too broadly to look very insulted.

Seregil hugged her. “Oh no you won't! Thefirst flake of snow | see, I'm putting this on until spring.”

“It' sbecause of al those stories you told me, how cold it was at that cabin you lived in. If you ever go
off like that again, you can take thesel”

Alec kissed her. “ Thank you. And asit happens, we have some surprises, too.”

He went into the dining room and retrieved two little sllk-wrapped parcels from the top of the painted
plate chest. Returning, he knelt down in front of the boys. “Y ou firgt!”

Two pairs of eyeswidened-L uthas s the same blue as Cilla s had been, Gherin’ sthe same hazdl as
Micum's,

“Presents?’ lisped Gherin. The shyer of the two, he hung back while Luthas boldly reached for the
parcels.

The coverings were loose and quickly cast aside, and both boys crowed happily over the brightly
painted toy dragons. Alec had tried to give them toy bows on their last visit, but Kari had put her foot
down firmly.

“Give me afew years before you go putting wegponsin their hands!” she’ d scolded. “Besides, they' |
only put out each other’ s eyeswith the damn things.”

Alec had had abow in hishandsfor aslong as he could remember, but he honored her wishes.

“1 seeyou over there, pretending you don't care for presents,” Seregil saidto lllia “Or are you too old
for such things, now?’ It was along-standing game between them.

“Oh, | don’t care!” shereplied with acoy amile, twisting thisway and that to make her striped skirt
twirl.

“Wadll, then, what am | to do with this?’ Seregil wondered, pulling asmal box from the air with
practiced deight of hand.

[llia sdark eyeslit up. “Isit something magic?’

“Not thistime, I’'m afraid. But if you give me akiss, I’ll show it to you.”

[lia skipped over to Seregil and sat on hiskneeto kisshim.

“Alec and | used to promise you necklaces of dragons tongues and eyeballs. Do you remember?’

“You didn’t bring me any of those!” She wrinkled her nose comically eyeing the box with distrust.
“Did you?’

“You'll haveto look to find out.”

[lliaopened the box and lifted out a pair of tiny, tear-shaped pearl earrings. “Oh, Unclel” shecried,
throttling him with an excited hug.

“A young lady old enough to attend a Royal Progress ought to have suitable jewds, don’t you think?’
Seregil asked, chuckling. “And | did notice on our last vigt that you had your ears pierced. Alec hasagift
for you, too.”

“My lady.” Alec presented her with the necklace to match-three matching pearls on alittle gold chain.

“Y ou spoil my children,” Micum said, laughing. * Proper uncles, both of you.”

Alec bent to fasten on the necklace. “ Stop squirming.”

“I'mtoo excited!” Illiaexclamed. “We re going to see the queen, and Beka s coming homefor
Mourning Night!”

The chain dipped from Alec sfingers, and the necklace dithered into the girl’ slap. “ She's coming
back from Aurénen?’

“Y ou mean you haven't heard?’ asked Micum. “We had aletter from her last month. Her Urghazi
Turmaison border duty above Cirnaright now.”

“And Thero?’

“On hisway back to the city, last | heard.”

“But not Klia?" asked Alec.

“Not yet. She' swith your sster in Bokthersafor the winter. A new guard was sent to replace Urghazi



Turma”

“Under whose command?’

“That | don’t know. Y ou mean you haven't had any word of this?’

Alec shared aworried look with Seregil.

“Maybe they wanted to surprise you,” Illiaoffered. “Oh dear, and now I’ ve spoiled it, haven't 1?7 But |
didn’t tell the other part, did I, Mother?’

“Other part?’ asked Alec.

“Beka smarried,” Micum told him. “I believe you know the fellow. A *faie she met down there, name
of Nya.”

“Our interpreter.” Alec shook his head, smiling. “Wadll, that’ s not much of asurprise. | think you'll like
him.”

“I know | will,” said lllia. “Bekasayshe' s very handsome!”

Seregil gave her awink. “Heis, indeed.”

“But you mustn't let on that we told you.”

Seregil fastened the necklace, then swung her around until she giggled. “Don’'t you fret, little bird. The
jokewill be on them when we meet again. Come, let’s go see what Cook’ s got for supper.

Seregil kept up acheerful facade through dinner, but his mind was dready turning over possibilities
suggested by this new development. This sudden change of bodyguard boded ill for Klia, and Thero
would certainly be concerned about it. Why hadn’t he sent word? Phoria had |eft her popular half sister
inunofficia exiledl thistime, when every good commander was needed in the field. Now she' d stripped
her of her trusted entourage and wizard? He began to suspect that Klia s“vist” with hissster wasa
drategic withdrawa into friendlier territory.

After dinner they gathered around the hearth in the sdlon again, Kari and Illiawith their knitting, Micum
with hispipe.

“Uncle Seregil, why doesn’t the queen like her sster?” Illiaasked, looking up from the stocking she
was working on.

“Wdll, they are only haf ssters, you know. Kliaand her two late brothers were the children of Queen
Idrilain’s second consort. And besides, not dl ssters get dong aswell asyou and Beka and Elsbet.”

“But why?’ llliaperssted.

“It'snot polite to talk about the royal family’ sbusiness,” her mother told her. “Tend to your stitches
now, and count for the dips. If you don't turn that hedl properly, you'll give poor Bekablisters.” Kari
had been around Watcher business for most of her life and had a good sense of when a conversation
wasn't for young ears.

Alec had somehow ended up on the floor and provided awelcome distraction as he let the two little
boys crawl delightedly over him, pulling his hair and wrestling him down onto the rushes. He let them win
for awhile, then tickled them until they shrieked with laughter and Illiaforgot her newfound dignity and
joined thefray in their defense. The dogs watched from a safe distance, heads on paws, following the
tusdewith dert yelow eyes.

Alec had asoft heart for children, and it was never more apparent than around the Cavishes. Seregil
had often wondered at that, since Alec had no brothers or sisters of his own, and hisfather had been a
wanderer, never settling anywhere long enough for Alec to make any red friends. Gherin was Sitting on
Alec’ sback now, taking hisbraid to pieces and Alec laughingly submitted, like an indulgent ol der
brother.

Or afather, thought Seregil. An ordinary, full-blood human of Alec’s age, especialy aDanan, would
have married and fathered a child or two by now.

Seregil was generdly very good at not thinking about things that displeased or discomforted him; he' d
had alifetime of practice at that. But when those discomforting thingsinvolved Alec, they were harder to
put out of hismind.

It was baffling, and not alittle annoying, this breach of contral.

A touch on his shoulder pulled him from his uneasy thoughts. Micum stood over him, with alook of
understanding Seregil wanted no part of. But al he said, with hisusud tact, was, “What do you say to a



few games of cards? It's been awhile since I’ ve taken your money. My purseisfeding abit light.”
“It'Il belighter when I’m donewith you,” Seregil warned.
“Aren’t we cocky tonight?’
Alec joined them, then Kari, when she' d put the children to bed.
Grateful for the distraction, Seregil threw himsalf wholeheartedly into the game, and managed to win
without chesting much et dl.

“I can't believe no onewroteto us!” Alec grumbled as he and Seregil readied for bed that night.

“Who saysthey didn’t?’ Seregil countered as he sat naked on their wide bed, combing the day’s
snarlsfrom hishair.

Thisroom wasfitted out with Aurénfaie furnishing, airy and colorful. The gauzy bed curtainsrippled
lazily as Alec pulled off his shirt and tossed it onto the clothes chest across the room. Y ou think
someone has been stedling letters from us?’

“Morelikdy intercepting them from Kliaand Thero.”

“But Beka sgot through.”

“To her parents, outside Rhiminee,” Seregil reminded him. “Not to us. If the Watchers were il
active...” Heworked at another tangle, leaving the rest unsaid. Again.

Alec shucked off his breeches and flopped down beside him. “ So what doesit mean? | thought Phoria
had forgotten all about us. It's not like we re any threst to her.”

“WEe refriendswith Klia, and helped her succeed in Aurénen, when Phoriawas againgt it.”

“Klia saways been loyal to the throne, and she’s one of the best commanders!”

“Phorid sachildless queen, Alec, and she' snot young.” Seregil gave up on hishair and tossed the
comb aside. “There snothing to secure her throne but her own will. Klia could makeaclamfor it, as
Idrilain’s daughter, even if sheisthe youngest. Herswould be astronger claim in some minds than
Princess Ariani’s, with her war sKkills, and certainly better than Ariani’ sdaughter’s.” Of dl Idrilain’'s
children, Ariani, who shared afather with Phoriaand Korathan, was the only one with children. The
eldest girl, Elani, was supposed by most to be the heir apparent.

“Klid s aways been popular with the people,” he went on. “Why do you think Phoria s kept her out of
sght since their mother’ s desth? Phoria s never been oneto think the best of others-particularly those she
sees as potentid rivals. It sagood trait in agenerd, but not so good between sisters. The nobility are
different, Alec. Don't ever forget that.”

“You'reanoble,” Alec teased.

“Only avery minor one, and only inthe minds of Skaans. | think my people have the right ideawhen it
comesto that. But hereit comes down to heirs, and Phoriameansto control that and keep it to her own
fether'sline”

“Makes them sound like horse breeders,” Alec snorted, climbing under the covers.

Seregil blew out the lamp and joined him.

Alec sttled hishead on Seregil’ s shoulder. “ Still, it makes you wonder, doesn't it, Phoria being barren
and al? Why would the gods curse her?’

“A bit of bad luck for her, that’sal. And I'm sure she wouldn't care, if shewasn't queen.”

“Mmm. Can't picture her as much of amother,” Alec agreed with ayawn.

“Some are better suited than others.” Seregil idly stroked Alec’ s bare shoulder, enjoying the length of
warm body pressed to his. Thiswas one of hisfavorite moments of the day. Comfortable and deepy, he
spoke without thinking, asimages of Alec rolling around with the children came back to him. “Do you ill
think about it? What the oracle told you at Sarikai?’

He regretted his careless words the instant he felt Alec go tense beside him.,

“Why bring that up again?’

“They aren’'t lways clear in their prophecies, you know. And | still think maybe you got some of it



wrong.”

Seregil’ s heart sank further when Alec pulled away and settled on his back. “I’'m ‘the wanderer who
carieshishomein hisheart.” I'm ‘the bird who makes its nest on the waves.” | will father achild of no
woman. And it'sablessing. What part of that didn’t | understand?’

“I’'m sorry. Forget | said anything.”

“Until you bring it up again.”

“l won't!”

“Yes, youwill. Just likeyou did last time we were at Watermead. Sometimes | think it bothersyou
morethan it doesme.”

“1 just want you to be happy.”

He couldn’t see Alec in the dark, but the sigh that answered spoke volumes. “1 am. Let it be”

Easer said than done. Those uncontrolled fedlings were threatening again, chasing away any hope of
deep. “You know, Alec, there' sno reason you couldn’t find some willing girl....”

“Don't!”

Despite the dangerous edge in Alec’ stone, Seregil pressed on. “I’m just saying that it wouldn't matter
to meif you wanted to get a child on someone.”

There was amoment of truly ominous silence, then the bed lurched as Alec |ft it. He snatched the
robe from the end of the bed and stormed out. A moment later the door of the library down the hall
dammed decisvely shut.

Seregil sat up, stunned. Nothing like this had ever happened between them. They’ d had
disagreements, certainly, and even cometo blows a couple of times during the long winter daysin that
cabin, but Alec had never just walked away.

Seregil pulled on his own robe and went out into the corridor. No light showed under the guest
chamber doors, but he suspected Micum and Kari had heard.

Hefound the library door locked against him. It would have been an easy matter to pick it open, but
he knew better than to do such athing. Baffled and more than a bit guilty, he dunk back to his own bed,
hoping thingswould be better in the morning.

They weren't. Alec came down late to breakfast, and when he did speak to Seregil, it was no more
than absolutely necessary. Micum gave them both questioning looks, but it was Kari who cornered
Seregil in the garden as soon asthe meal was over.

“What did you do to him?’ she demanded, aready laying the blame at Seregil’ sfeet.

“Nothing!”

Shefixed him with adark look. “1 love that boy as one of my own, and any fool can see he’ shurting.
What did you do?’

“It was just adisagreement,” Alec informed her from the kitchen doorway. Coming over, he dipped
hisarm through Seregil’ s. “Nothing to worry about. Right, tali?”

Seregil’ srelief was short-lived. As soon as Kari was gone, Alec pulled him to the back of the garden,
behind a screen of tall rosebushes. The fase smilewas gone. Hewas il fuming.

“If you ever suggest such athingto meagain, you'll be deegping done alot longer than one night!”

“I thought | was being helpful!”

“Hepful!” Alec’s eyes narrowed dangeroudy for amoment, but the look quickly changed to one of
defeat. “You redly don't see anything wrong with telling me to bed someone e se, do you? Isthat what
you do when you go off by yourself at night? Are you back to your old haunts on the Street of Lights?’

“Well, yes, | went there, but-"

“Youdidn't!” Alec gasped.

“What? No! Just to visit, with Eirua and some friends, but not to bed them!” Seregil quickly assured
him, and it wasthe truth. He d hardly even been tempted.

“And that green-eyed one? Tyrien, isn't it?’

“Wadll...yes. I'msorry | didn’t say anything. | just didn’t think-"

“ You? Y ou didn’t think something asimportant as that through?”’

“I"d never hurt you, tai. | haven't touched anyone dse, and | won't!” Seregil whispered, hoping to



cam him down before he was heard in the house. “Y ou know I’ ve never been with anyone| redlly cared
for before.”

“Not with al the loversyou had?’

“Loversin nameonly, Alec. A bit of fun on both sides, and nothing more.”

Alec looked sad. “1 don’t see how you could have so many and not love any of them.”

Seregil hesitated, ill very much on uncertain ground. Findly, he just shrugged and spoke the truth,
stupid asit sounded. “I didn’t know the difference.”

Sometimes Alec’ s ability to seethrough him wasablessing. Thelast of hisanger faded, leaving only a
trace of sadness behind. “Do you mind it very much, not being free anymore?’

“l amfree, Alec. I’'mwith you by choice. And | promiseyou, thisisthelast timewe || speak of any of
this. | sweer it, by the Light, and by my love.” Raising their joined handsto hislips, hekissed Alec's
fingers. Alec pulled himinfor ared kiss, then let go and headed back to the house and their guests.

Seregil followed, hisrelief marred by the knowledge that nothing had redlly changed. Not for Alec, at
leest.

CHAPTER 3

M ovement

THE RAIN BLEW back out overnight, and the sun shone brightly for the queen’s official Progress.

“That seemslike alucky sign,” Alec noted, looking up at the cloud-torn blue of the sky as he rodeto
the Temple Square with Seregil and the others.

“Yes, but for whom?’ Seregil replied with awry smile. “ The same sun shines on everyone, you know.”

“Hush, someone will hear you!” Micum admonished asthey passed aline of White Hawk Cavary,
known to be some of the queen’ sfavorites.

Seregil gave him amaddening wink, but did shut up.

They left their horses at a crowded ostler’ s yard set aside for nobles and entered Temple Square on
foot. Alec and hisfriends made their way up to the parapet of the Temple of Astdlus, bundled in their
embroidered cloaks. From up here the crowd gathered bel ow looked like a colorful mosaic. The temples
of the Four each gleamed against the autumn sky, squat and tall, dark and light.

Thelittle boys were back at the house, but Illia, proudly decked out in her new pearls, was bouncing
with excitement between Alec and her Sgter, Elsbet. The older girl was more compaosed, conscious of
her dark initiate’ s robes.

“It' sso beautiful!” Illiaexclamed, overwhemed by the scene before them. “ Elsbet, do you redlly live
inthat white temple now?’

“Theinitiates dormitories are nearby, but | study there every day,” Elsbet replied serendly.

Banners of blue and gold silk lined the square, embroidered with the silver crescent moon and flame
device of Skala The highest-ranking nobles stood in the portico of the Temple of Illior, dressed in jewels
and furs, while those of lesser ranks fanned out from there. Guildsmen and merchantsfilled the square to
capacity, held back from the steps of the Illior temple by aline of the Queen’s Household Guard.

Alec rested his elbows on the parapet, taking in the scene. “I wonder what aredl triumph would ook
like?’

“The soldiers deserve awelcome,” Micum told him. “ And the rest are just glad to get their people
homefor thewinter.”

Lady Kylith waved to them over the heads of the crowd and made her way through to join them, arm
inarm with her current love, Captain Lilliaof the Golden Lion Guard. Kylith, asusud, wasclad inthe
height of fashion. Necklineswere abit higher thisyear, but her blue silk gown still managed to show off a
generous expanse of pale bosom below the heavy netting of jewels that adorned her throat. More jewels
sparkled brightly in her silver-stregked hair.



“Lady, how lovely you look!” Kari greeted her warmly. She wore jewd s, too, but kept to the more
modest fashions of the north, even after dl her yearsin Skaa. llliaexcitedly showed off her new pearls.

“Sakor shows hisfavor for our queen, wouldn’t you agree, my lords?’ Kylith remarked as she kissed
Seregil and Alecin gresting.

“Lucky for her, and al of us, in these times of war, my lady.” Alec had always liked Kylith, even given
her past with Seregil. Perhaps because it was hard to imagine; shelooked old enough to be Seregil’s
mother, while Seregil, afull-blood 'faie, probably looked as young as he had when they were lovers
years ago. Whatever the case, she' d been among the first in noble society to make Alec fed welcome.

Asthey waited, he caught snatches of conversation on al sides as the crowd grew restless. Apparently
thewar was dowly turning in the Skalans favor asthe early onset of anorthern winter brought down the
curtain for another yeer.

At lagt priests emerged from the four temples and processed to the center of the square. Thellliorans
wore their dlver masks and swung huge censers, filing the square with billows of sacred incense. The
priests of Agtellus carried on their shoulders aminiature ship decked with harvest bounty. Vaerius, a the
head of the Dalnans, led ablack bull decked with wheat and pomegranates, its horns gilded silver and
gold.

The priests of Sakor were the last to emerge, bearing the huge golden Aegis of Sakor on a stand.
Phoriafollowed them, resplendent in along-trained gown of slver and white, and awar helm and
breastplate of burnished gold that gave back the sun like amirror.

Korathan escorted her, carrying the crown of Skalaon avelvet cushion. Princess Aralain walked
behind him with her eldest daughter, Princess Elani. Ardain should have been the successor, in the event
of Phoria s degath, but she wastoo soft to wield the Sword in battle.

Alec squinted in the danting afternoon light as he tried to make out Elani’ sfeatures. At this distance he
had no more than an impression of a solemn young face under a coronet and along fal of pae hair.
Leaning over to Seregil, he asked softly, “What do you know about her?’

“Not much,” Seregil replied. “Phoria has been grooming her for battle. A hard education that will have
been, too, with her in charge of it.”

Surrounded by the symbols of the Four and her powerful family, Phoria held up the Sword as she
approached the bull to perform thisyear’ s sacrifice.

“Phorialooksjust like her mother from here,” Micum noted softly as the priests began the chants and
prayers. “I dill missher.”

The words of the ceremony, or at least what Alec could make out &t this distance, were smilar to the
investiture oath the queen gave each year on Mourning Night. She pledged to defend the land and uphold
the will of the Four. When she was done, the priests pulled the docile bull’ s head back and Phoria made
thefatal swing. Theanima did not struggle as the bright blood sprayed out across Phoria s golden armor
and the pavement in auspicious patterns.

More prayersfollowed.

Bored, Alec leaned on therailing, fretting with the gold rings he' d worn for the occasion. He hated
jewdry; hated having to the play the role of anoble of no account like this. And as the ceremony dragged
on, hismind wandered again to the smplelife they’ d so briefly shared, exiled up in the northern hills. At
moments like this he wondered why he' d been so ingstent on coming back.

Distracted, he didn’t see what caused the sudden commotion among the queen’ s party. Korathan had
an a'm around his sister, supporting Phoria as she pressed one hand to her brow.

“What happened?’

“A hawk came out of nowhere and struck her head,” Micum told him, frowning.

“Anomen,” Cagptain Lilliamuttered, crossing her fingersagaingt ill luck.

“I’m no bird reader, but it doesn’t seem agood thing,” Kari murmured behind an upraised hand.

Seregil said nothing.

Order was soon restored, but an air of unrest hung over the crowd as Phoria continued the ceremony,
exchanging her war hdm for the crown.

When the ceremony was finally over, Phoriafaced the people and raised the bloody Sword. In avoice



trained to carry across battlefields, she declared, “ By the Four, by the Flame and by the Light, | will
defend Skalal”

Theroyd party moved oninto the Temple of Illior, Sgnaing the distribution of free le and food to
begin. Signs and omenswere quickly forgotten as the festivities commenced.

Alec and the others went to Kylith’ sfor afeast. Micum and hisfamily |eft early, but Seregil and Alec
stayed, singing and drinking, and returned to Whedl Street late and drunk.

It waswdll past midnight, but they found the steward, Runcer, waiting for them in the sdon witha
royd herdd.

“Thisman arrived for you at sundown, my lord,” he announced, and withdrew.

Seregil collgpsad into an armchair and looked blearily up at the blue-clad messenger. “Wdll, well.
What can she want with me at this hour?’

“I was sent by his Highness, the Vicegerent, with amessage for you and Lord Alec of Ivywell,” the
man replied. “Y ou are commanded to attend the queen first thing tomorrow morning, in the Chamber of

Drunk as he was, Alec’ s gut tightened at those words. “ Are we being arrested?’

“If past experienceis anything to go by, he wouldn’'t send usawarning first.” Seregil chuckled.
“Please, good sir herad, give my regardsto his Highness, and assure him that we are honored by this
invitation, and will do our best to bethere.” The herad arched abrow at the flippant reply. “ Go on, tell
him. Hewon't mind.”

“Asyou wish, my lord. From your lipsto the Vicegerent’ sear.”

“You'redrunker than | thought,” Alec muttered, helping Seregil up to their room. “What were you
thinking, sending amessage likethat?’

Seregil let out an indegant snort and leaned on the wall while Alec fumbled with the bedroom latch.
“Kor?Hewon't care. And serves’im right, calling us out at such awretched hour, after afestival night.
Mark my words; it's her doing.”

He staggered insde and collapsed facedown on the bed. Before Alec could draw him out further on
the matter, Seregil was snoring.

“Finethen. Seep inyour clothes,” Alec muttered, letting his own fall where they would as he followed.

If he' d been more sober himself, he' d probably have been more worried.

CHAPTER 4

Those Who Serve at the Queen’s Displeasure

BY THE TIME they rode to the Palace the next morning, Alec was sober enough to be worried and
wine sick in equal measure. Even the wesk early light made his head throb. Seregil, asusua, wasfeding
fineand didn't seem particularly perturbed about the summons. They’ d left Micum pacing the courtyard,
clearly worried whether or not he would see them again.

“Bilary’ sBals, Seregil, why did you let me drink so much?” Alec grumbled.

Seregil snickered. “ Let you? | seem to recall being told to ‘hand over the bottle or piss off’ at severd
points during the evening.”

“So you're asimmuneto drink asyou are to magic?’

“Hardly. I've just had better luck with drink. Y ou’ ve seen what magic doesto me.” Heraised ahand
unconscioudly to the faded scar hidden beneath hisfine surcoat. “I’ll take abad wine head any day.”

Alec’ s horse missed astep on the worn cobbles and lurched. Alec’ sbdlly did the same. “Easy for you
to say.” Hekept hisreal worriesto himsalf asthe dark bulk of the Palace loomed before them.

Built of black and grey stone and buttressed by the western wall that surrounded the city, with square
towers overlooking the harbor below, it was as much fortress as castle, and one that had never been
successfully taken. Alec had read the histories of how Queen Tamir the Great had built Rhiminee, guided



by visons and the best buildersin the land, after Plenimar had destroyed the origina capita at Ero. The
Oréska House had been built at the same time, but where it was airy and open, the Palace had a closed,
oppressvefed.

At least we came in through the front door thistime, thought Alec asaliveried servant led them
through the large receiving hal and down atwigting series of corridorsto asmdler, but no lessimposing
chamber.

This one was long and rather narrow, with arow of stained-glass dit windows set high up under the
vaulted ceiling. Theseleft the room in semidarkness at this hour, and it was cold. At the far end, severa
rows of long oak benchesfaced alarge throne on araised dais. The queen’s banner hung behind it,
gimmeringinthelamplight.

“Please have aseat, my lords,” the servant said, directing them to the front bench. “Her Magesty left
ordersfor you to attend her here.”

Seregil sat down on one of the front benches and stretched hislegs out, still looking more bored than
worried. Alec tried to do the same but was soon up and pacing the polished stone floor. His footsteps
echoed hollowly in the cavernous room, drawing attention to the fact that they were the only people here.

“There are better waysto pass the time, you know.” Seregil took abag of gaming stonesfrom his
purse, and alump of chak.

Alec caught hisarm as he bent to mark abakshi board on the floor. “ Stop that! How isthat going to
look, when she comesin?’

Seregil rolled hiseyes, but sat back and put the chalk away. “How will it look, with you wearing a
trenchin thefloor?’

The sun clocked nearly an hour down the wall before the great doors at the far end of the room
opened and Phoria swept in with Prince K orathan and Thero.

Alec elbowed Seregil, then tried to catch the young wizard' s eye, but Thero gave him only adight nod
as he cameto stand with them. Thisdidn’t seem asign of good thingsto come.

Helooked well, otherwise. He' d put on aformal robe for the occasion, and his belt and purse were
finely worked with Aurénfaie patterns. He was clean-shaven these days, and asmooth dark blue gem st
indlver dangled, 'faie style, from hisleft ear. Hisblack curly hair was much longer, and tied back with a
black ribbon.

Phoriatook the throne and waited as Seregil and Alec came forward and bowed.

“Welcome home, Mgesty,” Seregil said, suddenly very formal and respectful.

Phoria acknowledged the greeting but did not smile. Alec stole aglance a her brother; how could
womb mates be of such different dispositions?

“1 suppose you' re wondering why I’ ve called you here?’ the queen asked.

Seregil made her another small bow. “We are a your service, Maesty.”

“Y ou three are Watchers, are you not?’

“Yes, Mgesty,” Thero answered for them all. “Under the guidance of my master, and Lord Arkoniel
before him, the Watchers have served the Crown since the city was founded.”

“Soyou say. Yet | believe you Watchers have aso served your own interests, under this guise of
self-gppointed protectors. And awaysin secret.”

Thero looked genuinely taken aback. “ Theinterests of the Watchers have dways been Skaa's,
Maesty.”

Phoriaturned to Seregil. “And are your interests those of Skala, Lord Seregil ?”

Seregil drew himsdf up alittletaler; Alec sensed hisfriend’ s sudden flash of anger and prayed Phoria
wouldn’t notice. “Yes, Mgesty.”

Phoriawaited for him to elaborate but he et hisanswer hang in the air between them.

“But you are not Skalan, and neither isyour companion.” Phoriaspared Alec aglance. “Y our loydty
to Nysander isnot in question, only your loyaty to me. Y ou served him, not my mother.”

“Through him we served her, and Skala,” Seregil replied evenly. “| was accused of treason once, and
my namewas cleared. Y our mother didn’t doubt me.”

“Careful,” Korathan murmured.



“Andyou, Lord Alec,” Phoriaturned the full force of that pale-eyed gaze on him. “Whom do you
save?’

“I would never betray Skaa, your Mgesty!”

The queen looked less than impressed by hisanswer, but Alec thought he caught the hint of an
encouraging smile from Korathan.

“My brother the princetells me that you have lost your namein your own land, Seregil,” Phoria
continued. “ That instead of exile, you have been completely cut off from your own people.”

“That's correct-and | trust he explained that it was because Alec and | chose Skalaand the kinship |
have with your family over our duty to Aurénfaie law.”

A moment of ominous silence followed, as Seregil and Phoria stared each other down. Alec held his
breath, certain now of aquick journey to aRed Tower cell.

“Isit Skalayou areloyd to, Seregil, or my sister?” Phoriaasked at last.

“Maesty, if you please, I’ ve known Seregil most of my life,” Thero interjected quickly. 1 vouch for
hisloyalty with my own oath. He srisked hislifefor Skaa s sake more times than you can imagine, and
Alec with him. Y ou have nothing to fear from them, or me. We dl serve at your pleasure.”

Phoria chuckled darkly. “Be assured | fear none of you. Does he spesk for you, Lord Seregil 7’

“Hedoes”

“Andyou, Lord Alec?’

“Yes, Magesty!”

“Then let usleaveit at that for the moment. Thero, you have taken your master’ s place asthe head of
the Watchers?’

“Yes, Mgesty. But whilein Aurénen these past months there’ sbeen little | could do on your behalf,
other than help oversee the trade agreements at the behest of the princess. | hope | have served you well
in that capacity.”

“Your efforts are noted. However, it is my command that you disband the Watchers. No more
secrets. If | require your ad in any fashion, | will order it, and you will answer to no one except me. Is
that understood?’

“Yes, but-"

“I have spoken!”

Thero pressed a hand to his heart and bowed deeply. “Y ou have my oath, by my hands, heart, eyes,
and voice”

“Good.” Phoriasat back, regarding Alec and Seregil again. “ Asfor you two, | am satisfied for now. In
fact, | have atask for you-one you' rewell suited to.”

“We are yoursto command, Mgesty,” replied Seregil.

“You mogt certainly are. Y ou' re going to Aurénen as my emissariesto PrincessKlia My hdf sster is
to return a once and resume her duties as my field commander. Her swift obedience isimperative, as
proof of her love. Y ou are to return with her as quickly as possible. Isthat clear?’

“As spring water, Mgesty. But crossing the Osat thistime of year-it' s dready late enough that there
could be problems.”

“I'll give you a decent ship.”

“Am | to go with them, Mgjesty?’ asked Thero.

“What use would you be? There’ swork enough for you here. Y ou're dismissed.”

Thero bowed and made a hasty retreat. He didn't look at the others, but Alec saw the angry flush
suffusing histhin cheeks,

“I’m sending an escort for you under the command of Lord Traneus. And I’ ve had these prepared.”
She gestured to Korathan, who stepped down and handed Seregil three small, painted sticks.

Alec recognized them; they were message wands. These tdismans were infused with asimple magic,
usually amessage of some sort, which would be released when the wand was broken in two. Such
devices required no magic from the user; even Seregil could make them work.

“Usethe red one when you arrive at Gedre, to signal that you arrived safely,” the prince explained.
“Theblueisfor Bokthersa. Thelastisfor Klia. She' sto bresak it on the morning she sets out to return.



The messageswill cometo medirectly.”

“I trust your sister will have no objection to the princess cutting short her vist there?” asked Phoria.

Seregil’ s expresson betrayed nothing but mild surprise. “I’m certain shewon't, Mgesty. She
understands the gravity of the Situation.”

Phoriarose. “I’'m sure| don't need to stress the importance of your task. Korathan, I'll leave the rest
to you. Farewell, my lords, and may your voyage be aswift one.”

Alec stood at tiff attention as she took her leave, then let out ashaky breath.

Korathan grinned at him. “Y ou look like you' ve just escaped the block, Lord Alec.”

“I think maybe wejust did.” Seregil strolled over and hitched himsalf up on the edge of the dais. “ So,
how long did it take you to talk her out of having us executed?’

“Oh, not quite so bad as dl that. Therewastak of exiling you, though.”

Thiswastoo much for Alec. “For what? What did we ever do to her?’

“She knows of your role exposing her indiscretion in the Leran affair and the “ misplaced’ gold
shipment she and Vicegerent Barieus were embroiledin.”

“Completely by accident!” Seregil reminded him. “We didn’t know anything about it when we started,
and we ve never said anything about it Snce.”

“True, but you know how sheis. She was embarrassed, paliticaly and persondly, and not likely to
forgiveyou for that. But that’ snot al. There' saso your close friendship with Klia And now Kliaisfast
friendswith your sister, the khirnari of apowerful clan.”

“Ah, so that’ swhy she was even colder to methan usual,” Seregil said with awry smirk. “Now my
whole clan is conspiring againg her, too? Thislittle jaunt isredly aloyaty test al around.”

“But Klia has served Phoriawd| in Aurénen,” Alec pointed out. “ The agreements she got securing
stores and trade, and wizardsto fight for her-surely that’ s been to Skala s benefit?’

“Of courseit has, but Phoriawould bite off her own tongue rather than admit it.”

“Why?"

“Because the plan was our mother’s, not hers, and Kliawas the one to support it.”

“So Phoria still putting her trust in swords over magic,” added Seregil.

“Always, and Skalan swordsin particular.”

“And Phoriacan't see past her own jedlousy,” Alec muttered.

Korathan gave him awarning look. “Remember where you are and whom you' re speaking of! She's
the queen, and my sigter.”

Alec made him ahasty bow. “1 beg your pardon, Highness.”

“So, what' sthe plan?’ asked Seregil, shooting Alec awarning look of hisown.

“Your ship, the Lark, isberthed at the Lantern Street quay. Y ou sall with thetide at first light.”

“The queen seemsin ahurry to get us out of town.”

“More anxious to settle the matter, | think.” Korathan took athick packet seded with the Roya Signet
from his coat and gaveit to Seregil. “Here are | etters of passage to the khirnaris of Gedre and Bokthersa,
and Phoria sordersto Klia. Come back swiftly, and you may just buy yoursdf some favor.”

Seregil hopped down and made K orathan an exaggerated bow. “Y our roya errand boys hear and
obey, Highness”

“Seregil-”

“Don’'t worry, | understand how important thisis. There' sjust onething I’ d like to ask you before we
go. Asafriend?

K orathan softened noticeably at that. “Go on.”

“Will you give me your word that Phoriameans no harm to her sster?”

Korathan thought amoment, then put his hand to his heart. “1 give you my word that | believe her
when she says s0.”

“Hmm. Very well. I'll bring Kliahome safdly, and trust you to keep her that way once she' s here.”

“One of these days, that mouth of yoursis going to get you into serioustrouble.”

“Hasbefore. Will again, | expect. Take care, Highness. I'm glad it’ s you standing beside the throne.”

They took their leave, but it wasn't until they were free of the Palace that Alec could finally breethe



fredy. “Phoriamust have been satisfied with our answers, or she wouldn’t have given usacommission,
right?’

Seregil shrugged, looking more upset now than he had when Phoriawas insulting them. “1t could have
been worse. At least we have something worthwhile to do.”

Alec waited for him to say more, but Seregil was uncharacteristicaly quiet asthey rode to the Oréska
to catch up with Thero.

We lied, Alec redized. Given the choice between following Kliaor Phoria, there would be no
guestion. He prayed it never cameto that.

Perpetua summer reigned in the walled gardens that surrounded the Oréska House. The shining white
palace, with its four domed towers, gleamed againgt the faultless blue sky. Here were beds of flowers
and herbs, and groves of trees covered in every sort of fruit. Magyana had brought back many of the
most exotic ones, found in her long years of traveling.

Red- liveried servants bowed to them as they entered the echoing atrium. Sunlight streamed down
through the central dome, making the brilliant mosaic that paved the entrance chamber glow. The great
Dragon of Illior was whole again. Looking around at the graceful archways and the scores of robed
wizards and apprentices going pescefully about their business, it was asif the devastation of the
Plenimaran attack had never happened. Nysander was gone, but, Alec reminded himsdlf, so were
Mardus and hisfollowers. The Oréskaremained, strong and powerful. Why was Phoria so bent on
dienating them?

“You'regaping,” Seregil chuckled asthey crossed to the staircase leading up to what was now
Thero' stower. Asthey reached the top, however, he was no longer smiling. They’d beeninto vist
Magyana severa times since their return, but had avoided these rooms until now.

Wethis answered Alec’ s knock. The young servant had grown up since Alec had seen him last and
was sporting the beginnings of a passable beard. “My lords! 1t'sgood to see you. Master Thero and
Mistress Magyana are waiting in the parlor downgairs.”

Gone were the precipitous stacks of dusty manuscriptsin the entry, and the jumbled wonders covering
every flat surface. Everything was orderly and clean now, though evidence of Thero's own work was
everywherevisblein the neatly arranged books and papers, and the various crucibles smmering over
little braziers. Thefreshly polished sted and brass astronomica instruments arranged on the walkway
bel ow the leaded glass dome gleamed. It was at once pleasant and sad, and Alec saw the same emotions
warring in Seregil’ sgrey eyes as helooked around, teking it in for thefirgt time.

The painted parlor was less changed, if neater. The fine mural painted with monsters and marvels il
ringed the room, and itsinnate magic gtill tugged at the eye, even though Alec knew what it was up to
now. The overstuffed furnishings were the same, well-worn and comfortable.

Thewizardsrose from their chairs by the fire as Wethis ushered them in. Magyana embraced them,
her smile making the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth deegpen and tilt. “ So she’ sfindly found
something for you to do, has she? Did she give you my message sticks?’

Seregil took them from his coat and handed them to her. *Y ou think she' s tampered with them?’

“That would be very difficult.” Nonethel ess, she examined each one closdly. “Y es, these are mine, and
gl properly magicked. Y ou should have no difficulty using them.”

“Phoriamust trust you to have you make these,” Alec remarked. “ She doesn’t seem very fond of any
wizards these days, especially those who knew Nysander.”

“It was her brother who cameto me.”

“We thought you might like to have these, aswell.” Thero reached into his deeve and handed Seregil
another set of gticks, smilar in design, but painted different colors. “ The ydlow isfor Gedre, and the
green for Bokthersa. The brown oneisin case Kliadoes decide to defy her sister. The messages will
cometo me.”

“Thank you. Alec, you hang on to these so we don’t get them mixed up. And | don’t think we want
Captain Traneusto see ususe them.”

Magyana s grey brows shot up. “That reptile? Watch out for him.”

“That’ sgoing to be difficult, seeing as how Phoria s put him in charge of our escort.”



“What the hdll isgoing on, Thero?’” asked Alec. “Why did Phoriacal you and the turmaback firgt, if
shewas going to cal Kliaback anyway? Does sheredly think Kliawould betray her?’

Thero waved them to seats by the hearth and poured the wine into the ornate crystal goblets. “I can't
say what wasin the queen’smind, of course, but it can’t have been lost on her that Klia has made a great
meany friendsin Aurénen.”

“Friends Phoriafears could turnto alies?” Seregil scoffed. “ That'san insult to Klia and the’'faie”

“It could be congtrued that way,” the wizard replied. “However, Prince Korathan indicated in his
lettersthat Phoriais merely being cautious.”

“Or the family mad streak iscoming out,” Alec muttered.

“Queen Phoriais not mad,” Magyana assured him. “ Sheisacanny ruler, though, and acautious one. |
suspect that until Princess Kliabends her knee before her, that caution will prevail .”

“How did Kliareact to Urghazi Turmabeing taken from her?’

“Phorid s order indicated that Captain Beka Cavish isto prepare the rest of the regiment to receive
their commander,” Thero replied.

Seregil gave him acrooked grin. “ Sounds like you became her close adviser, down there together for
s0long.” The grin widened abit asafaint blush roseto color the young wizard' s cheeks.

Klia- and Thero? Alec tried not to laugh, picturing those two as acouple.

“So, what happened at the Palace after Phoria sent me out?’ Thero asked, quickly composing himsdlf.
“I see you both have your heads on your shoulders.”

Seregil quickly sketched out the Situation, then turned to Magyana. “What can you tell me about this
Traneusfelow?’

“I"d never heard of him until Idrilain lay dying thet terrible winter in Mycena, just before you two were
sent off to Sarikdi. After that, Phoria never seemed to be without him. He had been a corporal in her
guard, then suddenly he was a captain, and alord. He has a nasty habit of turning up like astray cat
anywhere someone voices support for anyone but her. He certainly had his eye on me then.”

Alec sghed. “ So much for her trusting us.”

“It's probably Kliahe's being sent to spy on, rather than us,” said Seregil. “ And besides, we' ve
nothing to worry about. We re doing exactly what Phoriawants.”

“The queen leaves nothing to chance, and she likesto hold al the cards,” Thero warned. “I’d have
given you more warning, but she’ s had me under watch since my ship camein yesterday. Did you get any
of my letters?’

“So you did write? No, not one,” Seregil replied. “IsKliawdl?’

“Ohyes, and well loved by your clan, and their alies.”

“Do you think she'll come back?” asked Magyana.

Thero nodded. “ Of course she will. She' swanted nothing e se since the Aurénfaie signed the accord.
It s been very difficult for her, getting news of the war but not being able to do anything.”

The older wizard sighed. “ Phoria has been very foolish, keeping such an able commander from the
fidd.

“It lookslike shefindly figured that out,” said Seregil.

“How’sKlia shand, Thero?’ asked Alec.

“It heeled well.” During their diplomatic vidt to Sarikali, an assassin’ s poison had cost her two fingers
on her right hand. “The poison caused no lasting damage but she has only limited use of it now.”

“Did Phoriagive you any ideawhat she has planned for you after you' ve donethis?” asked Magyana.

“No. | imagine she' swaiting to seeif we actualy obey.”

“And?’

“Wewill, of course. We ve only just gotten settled in the new place. I'm not ready to be run out of
town just yet. Not on her say-s0, anyway. What about you, Thero? What will you do, without the
Watchersto oversee?”’

“I have my own work. To be honest, I'm almost relieved. | wasn't surewhat | was supposed to do.
Nysander kept me out of most of his Watcher business until those last few months.” He paused, one
corner of hismouth tightening with ahint of lingering bitterness. 1t was dways you and Micum, coming



and going mysterioudly, and whispers behind closed doors.”

“Hedid trust you,” Seregil assured him. “He wouldn’t have kept you with him if hedidn’t. Y ou were
the best student he ever had.”

“Perhaps.”

Seregil reached over and squeezed his hand. “He told me so himself, many times. Don’t ever doulbt it.”

Thero managed asad smile, then changed the subject, telling them of histime a Bokthersa, and giving
Seregil news of hisfamily and friends.

“Wll, we should be getting back before Micum storms the prison looking for us,” Seregil said when
Therofinished, rising to go.

“Please give him my regards, and ask him to visit me here soon,” said Thero.

“A safejourney to you,” Magyanasaid, pressing travelers charmsinto their hands.

“And Watchers or no Watchers, | will keep a close eye on Rhiminee, and on Kliawhen you bring her
back,” Thero promised.

Seregil clapped him on the shoulder. “I hope we live to see such services welcome again.”

CHAPTERS

L oversand Enemies

ASTHEY RODE back to Whed Street, Alec finaly asked the question that had been niggling at him
for days now. “Why does the queen didike you so much?’

Seregil gave him asmile that was patently false and shrugged. “Who knows why Phoria does
anything?”

Alec sensed the evasion but guessed thiswas something Seregil didn’t want to talk about in public, so
helet it go until they reached the house. Micum and Kari were waiting anxioudly for them, as expected,
and Seregil soon put their minds at rest. He waited until Kari and the girls went off to the kitchen to see
about the midday meal before telling Micum of Phoria s orders regarding the Watchers.

“That vindictive woman!”

“What are you complaining about? | thought you werewell out of dl that, stting by the hearth with
your babes playing around your feet.”

“I don't know,” Micum mused sadly. “I’ ve dways thought | might have another journey or two in me.
To be honest, | get abit restless sometimes, missing the old days. With you two back, and now Thero, |
thought maybe...” Hetapped his boot with thetip of hiscane. “1 might not be able to cover so much
ground on foot anymore, but | can ride aswell as ever, and there' s nothing wrong with my sword arm.”

“I'll kegp that inmind,” said Seregil. “We' Il missyou, you know, but | don't think | dare go back and
ask Phoriaif you can go with us”

Micum laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “1 wouldn’t ask you to put your head in the bear’s
mouth again so soon, anyway. There' sal the winter planting and work to be done, and | wouldn’t fedl
right, leaving it dl to Kari.”

“It never used to stop you,” Seregil pointed out.

Micum glanced over at Kari, who'd come back with Gherin in her arms and L uthas swinging from her
skirts. “Wél, maybeit should have.”

The morning ride had cleared Alec’s head, but the night’ s rest had been too short. They shared alate
breakfast with the Cavishes, then retired upstairs to deep alittle while Runcer began packing for their
journey.

Seregil kicked off his boots and stretched out on top of the coverlet with hisarms behind his head, and
closed hiseyes.

Alec lay down beside him, head propped on one hand, and shook him by the shoulder. “ So are you
going to tell methereal reason you and Phoriadon't like each other or not? 1’ ve hardly seen you two



together, but when you are, it' sliketwo tomcatsin an dley. | think it’smore than just the Leran
busness”

Seregil threw an arm across hiseyes. “Later, tai. I’'m exhausted!”

“No. Now.”

Seregil said nothing, and just when Alec began to suspect that he was pretending to be adeep, Seregil
sighed deeply. “1t goes back long before your time, or Thero's. And it's more amatter of her hating me.
| don’t care much about her at al.”

“But why?" Alec pressed. “Klialikesyou, and Prince Korathan, t0o.”

Seregil let out awry little snort. “Ah, wel, you' ve hit on it, haven’'t you?’

“Korathan? Why would Phoriacareif her brother likesyou? Is she jed ous?’

“Mmm.”

Alec recognized another evasion. He poked Seregil in the shoulder again. “ So?’

“Letitgo, Alec. It'slong past.”

Once upon atime, Alec would have obeyed. “ Tell mel”

“You'renot going to likeit.”

“Obvioudy.”

Seregil dropped hisarm and rubbed a hand over hisface. “All right then. Korathan and I? We were
lovers”

Alec gaped a him. Thiswasthe last thing he' d expected to hear. “Really?”’

“We were both very young and it didn’t last long. Phoria caught us together and that was the end of it.
But she’ snever forgiven me”

Alec was il trying to takeit in. *Y ou? And Korathan?’

“| warned you that you wouldn't like it.”

Alec dretched out beside Seregil, leaving alittle more space between them than usud. 1t had dways
been difficult, knowing that Seregil had bedded hundreds of men and women before he' d come
along-and more after, too, for that matter. It was harder till when helearned their names and faces, and
that so many of them, like Lady Kylith or the courtesan Eirud, were till good friends. And now it was
Prince Korathan, whom Alec had always admired.

“When wasthis?’

Seregil stared up at the gauzy silk canopy. “Not long after | came to court. Korathan was dways very
kind and | was il reding from-well, you know.”

llar i Sontir, thought Alec. Seregil dways had a hard time speaking of the seducer who'd cost him
hisfamily, his name, and hishomeland. Alec had stored the name and the story in his heart, the onetime
Seregil had told him the sordid tale. Helooked over a Seregil, gauging theworry in hislover’ sgrey eyes.

“Why did Phoriacareif you two were-together?’ he asked at last.

“Because she’' sowned her brother from the womb. Twins often have astrong bond. And some abit
too strong, if you take my meaning?’

“You'renot serious!”

Seregil shrugged. “Rumors have been floating around for years. And neither of them have ever
married, have they?’

“But she had Lord Barieus as alover. She mourned him like a husband when he died.”

“True, but he' sthe only one | know of. Korathan doesn’'t aways deep adone, but fromwhat I’ ve
heard, never with anyone who matters. No, he’ s devoted hiswholelife to Phoriaand will until hedies.”

“So she hates you for something that happened, what, dmost forty years ago?’

“If there' sonething Phoriaexcels a, tdli, it' s holding agrudge.”

Seregil was relieved when Alec finally let the subject drop, but it was some time before he could get to
deep. He hated that singular sort of silence Alec pulled around himsdf when the subject of Seregil’s
previous liaisons came up. Alec was normally the most reasonable and easygoing of men; but on thisone
topic he aways grew troubled, though he wouldn’t say much about it. All Seregil could do was avoid the
subject. He made no gpologiesfor his past, but he hated causing Alec pain. He wanted nothing more
right now than to pull the stubborn young man into his arms and apologize, but Alec had turned his back



and seemed to be adeep.

Seregil lay awake along time, watching the sun dowly pass across the window.

Far acrossthe Osiat, the khirnari of Virésse sat on hisbacony, enjoying alate breakfast with his eldest
daughter as he watched that same sunlight dance on the waves in the harbor below. There were fewer
shipsthere these days, and fewer till that hailed from Skala. The three great merchantmen at anchor near
the harbor mouth flew the standards of Plenimaran houses; that land had aways been agood friend to
Virése,

Ulan i Sathil was an old man and not easily startled. He didn’t flinch when atiny, pale green orb of light
suddenly winked into existence inches from hisface. He recognized the bit of Oréskamagic, but not the
sender’ scolor.

“Would you excuse me, my dear?’ he said.

“Of course, Father.” Salianawithdrew, used to her father’ sways. She could be trusted to say nothing
of the odd messenger.

Ulan reached out one long finger and touched the spark, marveling as dwaysthet it had neither heat
nor any form. He might not know the sender, but he knew the voice that spoke the message asthe light
disappeared.

“I have watched and waited as you ingtructed, Uncle. | have it from the lips of onein the great palace
that the golden prize flies south to Gedre tomorrow, on lark’ swings, and with him the nameless one.”

“Ah, I knew you could not long keep away,” Ulan murmured. He went to the balcony door and shook
awake the young page dozing on his stoal.

“Wake up, Mikid, | have atask for you. Go to the house of Kiran Ashnazai and tell him to cometo
me &t once.”

“What shdl | say, Khirnari?’ the boy asked, rubbing the deep from his eyes.

“Tdl him that our wait isat an end.”

He returned to the balcony, and the view of his haf-deserted harbor, smiling to himsdf. “Two birds
with one arrow. Thiswill be most satisfying.”

Supper was a subdued affair that night. After the dishes were cleared away Seregil brought out his
harp and he and Alec sang for their friends. He watched Micum and Kari from the corner of hiseye as
he played afavorite love ballad. They sat close together on the settle, hands clasped, Kari leaning her
head on her hushand’ s shoulder. Thefirdight caught the glints of silver in their hair and shadowed the
lineson their faces, but Seregil could till seein them the young lovers he d known.

The price of exile, he thought. They’d dl be dust before he grew old, if helived out his span. He
wondered how Nya was going to cope, watching Beka age so quickly. He played on until thetwo little
oneswere adeep in ther parents lapsand llliawas dozing against Alec’ sknee.

“That’ senough for now,” he whispered, setting the harp aside. “We ve packing to finish and we' Il be
off before any of you are up.”

“Luck in the shadowsto you,” Micum murmured.

Seregil managed a smile though his heart suddenly felt heavy. “Andinthe Light.”

Asthey pottered about their room, deciding what to take and what to leave, Alec glanced up at his
black bow on its peg on the wall and his battered old quiver beside it. The latter was still decorated with
dozens of smdl, oddly carved charms hanging from long rawhide laces and made of everything from
wood to chalcedony. They were shatta-betting prizes he' d won from Aurénfaie archers during thelr last
vigt.

“Planning to add to your collection?’ Seregil asked.

Alec took down the bow and ran his hands over the dark limbs. “I doubt I’ Il have much timefor that,
thistrip.”

“True. Still, you might get in achdlenge or two, at Bokthersa.” He gave Alec awink. “Besides, |
adwaysfed safer when you have that dong.”

They rose before dawn and came down by candldight to find Micum dressed and waiting.

“Having second thoughts about coming with us?’ Seregil asked.

“Perhapsjud alittle” Micum chuckled, but there was no missing thelonging in hiseyes. “I'll ride with



you to the quay. | figured you’ d need someone to take your horses back for you.”

“It won't be avery exciting jaunt, compared to what we' re used to,” Alec said.

“Wall, there' s something to be said for peaceful journeys, too.”

The city dept around them as they rode through the Sea Market, and down the walled Harbor Way to
the docks of the Lower City.

Thefirst glow of dawn wasjust visible above the city now, but the western sky was till rich with stars.
The tide was high, waves lapping at the stone pilings. A land breeze ruffled the calm water of theinner
harbor.

People were tirring here: fishermen returning with their lantern boats, fishmongers opening their
markets, and wastrels of al descriptions staggering out of taverns and brothels.

The Lark’s crew was busy, aswell. Shewas asolid, well-trimmed carrack, with a complement of
archers aboard, aswell asthe crew and their escort. The captain met them on the quay, impatient not to
losetheturning tide.

“| can’t promise you asmooth crossing thistime of year, my lords,” he warned.

Seregil laughed. “Get us acrossdive and I'll be satisfied.”

Micum clasped hands with them as their meager baggage was carried aboard. “Well, I'll sseyouina
month or two, then?’

“WEe Il come out to Watermead for ahunt,” Seregil promised, reluctantly releasing hisfriend’ s hand.

Micum remained there, alone, still figure leaning on his stick as the ship got under weigh and headed
out. Seregil stood at therail, watching to seeif he' d leave, but they were out of sight before he had his
answe.

Alec joined him and rested his elbows on therail asthey passed through the stone moles and lost sight
of the shore. “Funny, but | seem to miss him more now than | did when we were up north al those
months”

“Sodol.”

Alec ran afinger acrossthe back of Seregil’ sleft hand, tracing the double line of blue spotsthere, a
souvenir of their first trip to Aurénen together. A bite from adragon of that Size was dways a dangerous
thing. Such marks, stained blue with lissik, were considered lucky. The onesyou survived, at leest;
Seregil had been damn lucky not to lose hishand to al that venom. Alec had gotten off lightly; it was only
atiny fingerling that had nipped hisleft earlobe. The blue marksweretiny but quite visible when he pulled
hishair back.

Another paired set of wounds, hethought, smiling to himself. They shared anidentica round scar
from their first journey together, Alec’s on the pam of hishand, Seregil’ son his breast.

The meancholy feding perssted until they were wdll out at sea, but then, with anew day dawning and
cold spray on their faces, the old excitement took over.

“Who knows?’ Alec said presently. “Maybe Kliawill take us on as scouts when she' sagenerd again.
We d be good at that.”

“Still envying Bekathat uniform?

“No, | wasjugt thinking that anything would be better than listening to you complaining about how
bored you are!”

Seregil gave Alec’ sbraid asharp tug, then turned hisface to wind, inhaing the sweet salt breeze, heart
beating alittle fagter. Alec was right, though he wasn't about to give him the satisfaction of admitting it.

CHAPTER 6
A Welcoming Port

THE OSIAT WAS mercifully cam for thistime of year, and their voyage was an uneventful one,
though cold. Seregil and Alec passed the time gaming and singing with the crew. The escort Phoria had



given them was small-just ten men. They were agood enough lot, except their captain, Lord Traneus.

A sharp- eyed young man, prideful and clearly ambitious, Captain Traneus waswdll liked by hismen
but no one else. He was obsequioudy polite to Seregil and Alec, but now and then his gaze seemed to
rest on them just alittle too long for comfort. Kegping Magyana swarning in mind, Seregil was chilly in
return, having the advantage of blood. Alec just did his best to keep away from the man.

Apart from that, Alec was glad to be on the water again and passed the time helping the sailors and
watching for dol phins and spouting whaes. At night, he and Seregil bundled up in warm cloaks and
gretched out on a hatch cover to watch the stars whedling through the rigging.

Sofar, Seregil had said little about returning to his clan, even though thiswasthe first time since their
mission to Sarikai with PrincessKlia

“Areyou glad to be going home again?’ Alec asked, their second night at sea.

Seregil smiled. “Yes. It'sabit ampler thistime, isn't it?”

“Think I'll meet therest of your Ssters?’

“Maybe.” But histone was neither hopeful nor particularly enthusiadtic.

Of Seregil’ sfour ssters, only two of them had forgiven him for the crimes of hisyouth. Adzridl, who'd
raised Seregil after their mother’ s death, was khirnari of Bokthersanow, and Alec had been glad to
become acquainted with her during their timein Sarikali. Mydri, the second oldest, was not aswarm as
Adzrid, but she' d been kind to Alec and at least tolerant of her wayward brother. Shdar and llinawere
another matter. They had cut dl tieswith Seregil when he was exiled.

“Do you ever get angry with them? Y our ssters?” asked Alec, keeping his gaze on the stars. He never
knew how Seregil was going to react when asked about his past, especidly hisfamily.

“How could | be? | committed the crime.”

“But you were duped by that llar fellow.”

Seregil was quiet for amoment, then said softly, “I should have known better.”

“| don’t understand. Y ou were hardly more than achild.”

“Wel, you didn’'t grow up in Aurénen.”

“Hmm. | guess neither of us has had the best experience when it comesto family.”

Alec had known only his human father, and together they’ d lived in virtua hiding from hismother’s
people, the Hazadridfaie. Her own kin had killed her for loving an outsider, and had tried to hunt down
Alec and hisfather to finish the job. Alec grew up believing himsdlf to be human, until Seregil and
Nysander had convinced him of the truth. The most frustrating part was not knowing why the
Hazadriéfaie were the way they were, or why they would care that his father wasn't one of them. Even
the oraclesin Sarikai hadn’t been ableto tell him that.

Seregil reached over and smoothed his pam across Alec’ sforehead. “Y ou’ re going to give yoursalf
wrinkles, frowning like that. What' swrong, tdi?’

“Nothing you haven't heard before.”

“Going back to Aurénen makes you think about it, en?’

“Yes. Andyou?’

Seregil grimaced. “ Ohyes. I'm absolved, but not forgiven. But there' s no shadow on you.”

“Because they’re not really my people”

“Let them know you as| do, and they will be. My sisterslove you, and the clan will embrace you. Not
because of me, or in spite of me, but for who you are.”

Alec sghed and took his hand. There were some things even Seregil couldn’t understand.

The weather blew fair and foul by turns, but the captain took full advantage of the winds and the Lark
pounded swiftly on. They passed the Eamalie Idands on the fourth day and glided into Gedre harbor just
asthe sun was touching the jagged mountaintops beyond.

There was no jubilant welcome thistime; Skalan vessels had become a common sight here since the
pact was signed. Alec felt a certain degree of pride as he counted the shipsriding a anchor and theline
of newly built storehouses dong the shore. The town climbing the gentle rise beyond till |ooked the
same, with its domed, whitewashed houses and flowering trees. Firdlight glimmered warmly through
hundreds of windows, formed a sparkling crescent around the harbor. The iron firepots on the quays cast



wavering shafts of light across the water to meet them. A thin new moon-called Aura’ s Bow here-had
aready risen above the eastern horizon.

“I wonder if Ulan i Sathil has been here since the change?’

“I hope s0,” Seregil replied with a crooked smile. There was no love lost between him and the khirnari
of Virésse. The easternmost clan and their alies had vigoroudy opposed the opening of another trade
port, having enjoyed amonopoly on trade during the time of the Edict of Separation. In Gedre, however,
the smugglers had been more than happy to trade openly once more.

The surprised harbormaster met them at the quay and quickly sent word up to the clan house. A
mounted messenger soon returned, leading astring of horsesfor them and carrying the khirnari’ swarm
welcome.

Seregil took the red-painted message wand from his coat and snapped it in half. A tiny flash of light
Sizzled out and whipped away toward Skaa.

He smiled a Traneus. “That’sone.”

Korathan was walking aong the castle battlements, enjoying the night air, when thetiny blue orb
appeared before him, hovering like ahummingbird. He touched it and atiny voice-Magyana s-said,
“They have arrived at Gedre.”

Pleased, he strode off to tell hissigter.

Hefound Phoriaat sword practice with Elani in the queen’ s private garden. He paused at the gate,
admiring the skill on display. Dressed in plain practice leathers, Phoriaand Elani struck at each other with
blunted swords, catching each other’ s blades on spiked bucklers. The girl was very quick. Korathan
supposed she had to be; her aunt was not agentle or forgiving tutor.

“Keep your point up!” Phoria snapped, catching Elani’ s blade with her own and knocking it aside.

The girl recovered quickly and ducked under Phoria s guard, ending with the point of her sword under
the queen’ s chin. They stayed like that for an instant, grey eyeslocked with grey-so dike that to
Korathan it was dmost like seeing his sster at two different ages at once.

Phoriabroke into arare grin. “The advantage is yours, lady. Well done!”

Elani colored happily and lowered her blade.

Phoriaturned to Korathan. “ Did you see that? She could have cut my throat just then.”

“Wdll done, Niece.”

Elani bowed, graceful evenin her leathers. “Thank you, Uncle”

“I’ve had the first message,” Korathan told Phoria. “They are safely in Gedre.”

Phoriatossed her practice sword to apage, exchanging it for agoblet of wine. “Good. Then the first
tossismade.”

“Shewill come”

“Wewill see”

“And will you be glad to see Aunt Klig, Elani?’ Korathan asked, testing the waters.

“If it pleasesthe queen,” shereplied, her young face giving nothing away.

It chilled Korathan alittle, to see how much Phorid sinfluence was dready blossoming in such ayoung
protége.

Riagil i Molan and hiswife, Y hali, met them at the gate of the clan house.

“Your ariva is unexpected but most welcome, Seregil of Rhiminee! And Alec, too,” he exclaimed,
clasping hands with them both when they’ d dismounted.

Y hali offered ahand to each of them and led them inside. “Come in, and your escort, too. I’ ve
ordered afeast in your honor.”

“Y ou shouldn’t go to such trouble for unannounced guests,” Seregil replied, as etiquette required. Any
guest-expected or otherwise: friend, enemy, or stranger-could expect such hospitdity at any clan housein
theland.

Traneus and his men were given rooms and the use of the household bath chambers. Seregil and Alec,
however, were given abedchamber by the family’ s private bath.

“Y our favor hasimproved here,” Alec noted, diding happily into the warm, scented water. After so
many days in the same clothes, he was hardly even bothered by the presence of the bath attendants.



Seregil had no such modesty, ignoring them completely as he threw off his clothes and settled in the
deep tub next to Alec’s. “ That means more than | can say, tali,” he admitted with a deep sigh of
satisfaction. “I guested here so often in the old days, with my uncle and kin, it was like a second home. |
don’t mind so much not having aname, so long as| have awelcome.”

By thetime they’ d refreshed themselves, ameda had been laid out on the long tables under the treesin
the centra courtyard. Thelittle fretted lamps nailed to the trunks werellit, too, just as Alec remembered.

Seregil was given aplace of honor on Riagil’sright. Alec sat a Y hali’ sleft. Traneus, Alec noted with
secret amusement, looked a bit put out with his place far down the table.

Y hali poured a cup of wine and passed it to Seregil for the guest’ slibation.

Seregil tipped afew drops onto the flagstones, then took a sip and passed the cup to his hosts. It was
more than a ceremony; it was an unspoken pledge that neither party would harm the other while they
shared the same roof.

“What brings you acrossthe Osat at such an unlucky time of year?’ the khirnari asked as the spiced
lamb and pardey bread were served.

“WE re on the queen’ sbusiness,” Seregil replied. “ Phoria has sent usto Bokthersato fetch Princess
Kliahome”

“Ah, shewill be pleased!” Y hdi exclamed. “I think she' s been homesick, though she’ stoo proud to
sy 0.”

“And thisisyour escort?’ Riagil raised an eyebrow at the smal number of Skaans.

“I think we can ride from here to Bokthersawithout fear,” Seregil assured him.

“Queen Phoria has sent new soldiersto attend her sster.” Riagil paused, letting the observation hang
on theair as he sipped hiswine. “We thought that very odd.”

“I’'m not privy to the queen’ sthoughts,” Seregil replied. “ Captain Traneus, can you shed any light on
the subject?”

The captain rose and bowed. “1 fear not, my lords, though I’ m sure her reasons were sound.”

Riagil seemed satisfied and the conversation soon turned to talk of rains and trade, births and horses.
As soon asthe meal was over, Traneustook hisleave and went to see his men settled for the night.
Seregil and Alec lingered awhile under theflicking lanterns, enjoying the autumn night and the last of the
year’ s night-blooming white flowers. A young woman fetched a harp, and Seregil obliged hishostswith
some soft music, while Alec accepted a challenge to shoot against some of the young men who' d heard

of hisprowesswith hisBlack Radly.

“It seems odd that the queen would not send you with a proper escort,” Riagil observed.

Seregil smiled over hisharp, gtill playing. “I know the way, and too many Skalanswould only dow us
down.”

“I see. But you would perhaps not object if | sent afew riderswith you, aswell? Asyour hogt, | fed it
ismy duty. I’ ve been meaning to buy more of your Ss-” He paused and gave Seregil an apologetic |ook.
“I mean to buy more of Boékthersa sfine horses. I'll send my kinsman, Aryn i Arisal, and his servantsto
tradefor me.”

Seregil bowed his head respectfully. “We would be glad of their company.”

They sat awhilelonger, then Y hai walked with them back to their room and bade them good night.
She lingered amoment, clasping Seregil’ s hand. “Welcome back, Seregil i Korit. To me, you will dways
have aname.”

Seregil swallowed around a sudden tightnessin histhroat. “ Thank you, dear lady.”

When she was gone, Alec took out Thero’ s yellow message stick and broke it in two, releasing the
little burst of light. “I don’t know what differenceit really makes, but | fed abit easier with that done, and
with some Gedre riders on the road, too.”

“Sodol. | wasn't looking forward to being on alonely stretch of road with Phoria sdog and his
men.” Then he grinned as he cast ameaningful look at the safely locked chamber door and the broad,
clean bed. “Things arelooking up, al around, wouldn’t you say?’



CHAPTER 7

An Unexpected Shooting Party

ALEC WOKE SMILING the next morning, bathed in early sunlight and trapped under Seregil’sarm.

Seregil opened one eye. “Good morning.”

“Good morning yoursdalf. Move off. Y ou're heavy.”

Seregil rolled onto his back and yawned. “We stink. Bath.”

Riagil found them there as they soaked, and introduced his young kinsman, Aryn. Alec covered himsdlf
as best he could with the sponge, blushing furioudy. Both Gedre smiled and obligingly turned away abit.

Seregil lounged at ease, uncaring as aways, damn him.

“I mean to take the coastal route to Smuggler’ s Pass,” Aryn told Seregil. “ That' s the fastest route to
Bokthersa, though we may encounter some early snow in the pass.”

Seregil nodded. “ Good. Give ustimeto dress and we' || meet you in the courtyard.”

“Breskfadt firdt,” Riagil ingsted. “Y hali won't forgive meif you don't have a proper send-off. My
gpologies, Aleci Amasa, for disturbing you.”

Seregil hdd off until they were done again, then threw atowe at Alec, laughing. “Tsk, such blushing!
People will tak. Especially about that rather unfortunate mark | |eft there, under your left ear.”

Scowling darkly, Alec climbed from the tub, found asmall mirror among the bath supplies, and
examined the purpling love bite. “1 hate it when you do that!”

“I don’t recall you-”

“Shut up!” Alec growled, fighting back agrin of his own as he wrgpped himself in atowd.

“Well, at least we remembered to close the windows.” Seregil stood up from the tub, water streaming
down hislean belly and thighs and dripping from the beginning of fresh arousa between hislegs. He gave
it an amused look, then glanced up at Alec. “It’ sgoing to be along ride to Bokthersa.”

Laughing, Alec threw the dripping bath sponge at his head.

Aryni Arisel and asmall escort of Gedre horse traders joined them for the morning medl, and their
hosts sent them on with astring of provision horses, letters of passage, and a packet for Adzrid.

They set out north along the arid, rocky coastline, heading for what the Gedre and Bokthersans called
Smuggler’ s Pass. There were no farms here, just scattered fishing villages, and some goatherds. To the
west, the jagged peaks of the Ashek range stretched into the distance like agreat row of fangs for asfar
asthe eye could see.

The Skdan soldierswere quiet at first, not knowing what to make of their unexpected companions,
but the’ faie traders quickly won them over, practicing their Skalan on them, and acting asinterpreters.

Traneus rode with Alec and the others at the front of the little column, and even he warmed up a bit,
laughing & some long story Aryn wastrying to tell himin broken Skalan.

Autumn had not yet taken hold aong the coast. Thetrees till held their dusty leaves, and afew
wildflowers il lingered on the wayside. Oxcartsladen with fruits, vegetables, cheeses, and cured meats
rumbled past on their way to distant markets, interspersed with flocks of geese and sheep driven by
children who smiled and waved to them.

“Smuggler’ sPass, en?’ asked Alec asthey rode dong. “I seem to recall you saying something about
you and your uncle using that route.”

“On Traitor' sMoon nights.” Seregil smiled at the memory, and his hand strayed to the hilt of his
sword. It had been a gift from that same uncle during their last visit, and thefirst Seregil had carried since
Nysander’ s death.

“I remember you from those days,” one of the older traders said, aman named Rien. “Y our kinsman
brought you out on the lantern boat to meet the Skalan traders.” He grinned at Alec. “He spoke better
Skalan than any of us, even back then. It’sgood to see you back here, Haba.”

Seregil winced alittle a the old nickname, which meant “little black squirrel.”

Alec chuckled. “1 thought only your sisters called you that.”



“My friends, aswell,” Seregil admitted. “Don’t you go getting any idess, though.”

“Asyouwish-Haba”

They spent thefirdgt night in afishing village, deeping four to abed in the crowded inn, and headed off
again before the sun rose. Yawning, Alec ate his cold breakfast in the saddle.

Aryn led them west today, following awinding road up into the foothills. By midafternoon they
reached the tree line, following ariver that flowed down from the pass. From here, it wasfive days ride
to Bokthersa, in good wesather.

Theforest closed in around them, and the air grew noticeably cooler as the afternoon shadows dowly
lengthened across the road. Theriding was easy, the inn they were making for well within reach. The’faie
and Skalanstaked and laughed, fast friends now.

“Y our khirnari haslent us somefine horses, Aryn,” Traneus remarked, admiring the sprightly bay he'd
been given. “Do you think he'd sdl her to me when we get back?’

“Perhaps. Y ouwon't find any better,” the young ' faie replied proudly. “ They’ re small, but they have
Spirit and-" He paused and consulted Seregil for the right word. “ Aluia?”

“Endurance.”

“Y es, much endurance. Why would oneride any other?’

“In Skala, only therich can afford them,” Alec explained, stroking the long silky white mane of his
Slmai horse, admiring the way the mane and tail contrasted with her glossy black coat. Even herein
Aurénen, they weren’'t common, bred by only one clan. “ Thisoneisjust like the one Princess Kliawas
buying, thefirst time | met her.” He noted the quick, sharp look Traneus shot him and feigned amild look
of surprise, thinking, I’ m not ashamed to say her name in front of you, you bastard!

“I’'m thinking of bringing afew horses back with me, too,” said Seregil, perhaps sensing the sudden
tension between the two.

“Do you keep alarge stablein the city?” asked Traneus.

“No, afriend and | have abreeding herd at his estate.”

“Thewar’ sdriven the price up. A few years worth of foaing will be worth-" Traneus broke off
suddenly with aharsh gurgle, ablack-fletched shaft protruding from histhroat.

Shocked, it took Alec afew secondsto comprehend what had happened. Then the air was thick with
the buzz and whine of flying arrows. Un-shouldering his bow even as he kicked free of the stirrups, he
did off hishorse, looking for cover as he nocked a shaft on the linen bowstring. This stretch of road was
wide and londly, and the thick trees that lined it were good cover for their unseen attackers. Arrows
seemed to be coming from al directions.

“Get down, al of you!” Seregil shouted. He jumped to the ground and dragged Aryn from the saddle.
All around them, riderscried out in pain or darm.

Alec kndt a Seregil’ ssde, using the enemy’ sarrow flights to target the unseen archers.

“Where are they?’ gasped Aryn.

“Everywhere!” Alec sent another shaft into the moving shadows between two trees. More of their
escort werefdling. Alec’ sfine horse was bucking wildly, with an arrow inits glossy flank.

“But thisisour fai’ thast. Who would do this?’ Aryn gasped.

“Doesn’'t matter now,” Seregil told him, looking around sharply. “We ve got to find cover.”

But there was nowhere to go. The enemy had somehow managed to surround them. As Alec watched
helplesdy, the rest of their small escort was cut down, Aurénfaie and Skalan dike.

“Thisway, and keep your head down,” Seregil hissed, grasping Alec and Aryn by the shoulders and
propelling them toward the underbrush on their | ft.

They hadn’t gotten ten feet when Aryn staggered, clawing at an arrow that had pierced his upper thigh.

Seregil dragged him to the ground and covered the Gedre with his own body. “ Alec, check the
wound. Did it cut the artery?’

“Yes.” There was nothing they could do to save the man, and they both knew it. “We can’t stay herel”

“What would you suggest?’ Seregil snapped as an arrow sang over his head and another narrowly
missed Alec' s outstretched hand.

Then, unaccountably, the attack ceased as abruptly asit had begun.



Alec listened, but al he could hear were the cries of the wounded. Every member of their escort lay
dead or dying. Aryn was dead. Seregil’ sfriend Rien lay faceup with three shafts protruding from his
chest.

“It' susthey want,” Alec whispered, stlanding dowly, an arrow nocked ready. “The only way they
could have missed hitting uswasif they meant to.”

Seregil put hisback to Alec’s, braced for the next attack. “\Who are you? What do you want?’

There was no answer. Swest trickled down between Alec’s shoulder blades as he waited for an
arrow to find him.

“Show yoursalves!” Seregil demanded, and was again answered with silence.

One of the Gedreriders pulled himself dowly to hisfeet, bleeding from a gut wound, and tried to reach
them. An unseen archer put a shaft between his shoulders and he fell without acry. Another man tried to
drag himself to cover, only to be hit by two shafts that came from the opposite side of the road.

And ill, not one shaft had hit either of them.

“They want usdive. If we can get into the woods, we might have achance.”

“Left or right?” Alec whispered.

Seregil looked around. The forest wasthick here, and there was no telling what lay beyond the road.
Hesgned “Ieft” and they brokeinto arun asthey made for the trees.

They were within afew yards of cover when he heard a sharp clicking noise, like someonetrying to
grike afire. Thentheair in front of them thickened and turned black. Out of that blackness rushed two
huge, hideoudy misshapen forms, each a misbegotten, migointed parody of aman.

“ Dra'gorgos!” Seregil cried, hdf in warning to Alec, haf in shocked recognition. He' d run afoul of
one before and hoped never to again.

He barely had time for the redlization before the things were on them and the sun went out like a
snuffed candle. Blind and disoriented, he seemed to fed ahundred hard, fetid hands clutching at him.

“Alec!” heyelled, striking out with his sword.

His blade hit something and exploded. There was no other word for it. For an instant he saw aflash
likelightning. And perhapsit was, because the jolt of it sent a searing pain up hisarm to the shoulder and
dammed histeeth together so hard he bit the inside of his cheek.

“Alec!” Unseen amsweretightening around him like bands of iron, crushing the air from hislungsand
reducing hisvoiceto ahollow wheeze. “ Alec, where are you?’

Lost in blackness and choking on the charnel stench, Seregil heard adistant scream.

Blind, chilled, and rapidly losing consciousness, Seregil tried to get to Korathan' swandsinside his
coat, hoping that breaking them al a once would dert the prince that something had gone terribly wrong.
But the mongter’ s grip was too tight. Desperate to leave some sign that would be recognized, he dipped
Klia sring from hisfinger and let it fal, and with it aprayer that it be found by afriend.

Alec had just had time to drop his bow and draw his sword before the blackness bore down on him.

“Seregil!” heyelled, caught in darkness and the grip of the black nightmare. A dra gorgos-or at least
that’ swhat he thought he’ d heard Seregil shout before the world went black. He tried to fight, but
something hit hisarm, numbing it except for aburning painin hishand.

Thehilt dipped from hisfingers and his consciousnesswithit.

CHAPTER 8

No Stomach for Magic

SEREGIL WOKE IN darkness, chilled to the bone and caught in awave of gut-wrenching nausea.
His mouth wasfilled with the mingled bitterness of bile and iron; histeeth grated againgt athin, flat meta
plate that pressed on histongue. He shuddered at the sensation and another wave of nausea threatened.
The sour reek of vomit was strong, and a rushing, pounding sound filled his ears. Wherever hewas, it



was dark and moving. As hismind cleared, he recognized the sounds.
A ship. Bilairy's Sack, I’'min a ship’s hold. How the-?

Moving hisarms and legs carefully, he ascertained that although no bones seemed to be broken, he
was shackled hand and foot. Gagging, hetried to Sit up, but his head felt too heavy. He collapsed back
on hisside and felt rough planking againgt his bare skin. Meta dug into histemple, and the plate between
his teeth shifted, cutting the side of his mouth. He was naked, too.

Just hisluck.

They've got me in branks.

Herolled dowly onto his back, trying to ease the pressure of the iron cage around his head. Rough
chain bit into the underside of hisjaw, holding the wretched apparatusin place.

Thelast thing he recalled was the ambush in the forest. How in the name of the Four had he gotten on
aship? And in this condition, too?

What became of Phoria’ s message sticks? hewondered dully. And what will she do when no
word arrives?

Hewas till too addled from the dra gorgos attack to get further than that, but knew from experience
that the illnesswas probably hisusua reaction to magic. Hisfirst thought was that someone had sent him
here by atrandocation spdll, but if so, the effects would be wearing off by now. Instead, he was il
wretchedly sick, and it was making it hard to concentrate. And since he wasn't given to seasickness,
something must be acting on him, probably some spell on the shackles. He never knew how anew magic
would affect him, but more often than not it was unpleasant. This certainly fit the pattern.

He pulled weakly at the shackles and heard the dull drag of heavy chains against wood. Therewasa
long bar between his hands, making it impossible to use them effectively, and another between hisfest.
He dragged hisright hand awkwardly to hisface and used hislips and cheek to examine the thick metal
band around hiswrigt. It was a handspan wide, and he could feel neither lock nor seam. He twisted his
wrigts and the bands cut into his flesh; too tight to wiggle out of, even if he digointed histhumbs. That
was dmogt ardief; it had been along time since he' d had to use such drastic measures and he wasin
enough pain asit was.

Ashiseyes dowly adjusted to the darkness, he found he could make out athin diver of light far
overhead that was modtly likely a hatchway. Squinting, he made out the heavy staples his chainswere
secured to, and then, further away, the shapes of others bound as he was.

“Ah- ek!” 1t wasimpossible to speak properly around the branks. “ Ar-ek?’ ere are you?’

Suddenly the darkness wasfilled with frantic voices, dl of them as garbled as his own, and none of
them Alec's.

Exhausted and sick, helay dill, trying to ignore the terrible discomfort, and the stink of his own vomit
pooled near his head.

Over the rush of the waves againgt the hull, he could make out the thump of bare feet on the deck
overhead, and voices. When he finally made out afew words, his heart sank even lower. They were
pesking Zengati.

So, he was on adave ship, and Alec wasn't with him.

Seregil clenched histeeth againgt theiron plate, using the shivery pain to fight down aburst of panic.
He couldn’t afford any digtractions. Hetried to tell himself that Alec could have escaped, but memories
of the ambush in the forest won out. Whoever his captors were, they had killed anyone they didn’t mean
to take.

And Alec wasn't here.

Panic won, and he thrashed in impotent rage, until he was bloody and too weak to move.

For thefirgt timein avery long time, he was helpless.

CHAPTER 9



Hobbled

ALEC WAS DEEP under dark water, unable to breathe. He could see a light glimmering far
overhead, and he tried desperately to swim up to it, but his body was heavy and his arms didn’t
work right. An undersea swell tugged at him and filled his ears with its soft roar. The more he
struggled, the more he sank. Giving up, he used the last of the air in his bursting lungsto cry out
for Seregil-

The unpleasant scrape of metal againgt his teeth brought Alec out of one nightmare and into anew one.
The sound of the seawas Hill in hisears, and the world was sill moving, but daylight smarted his eyes.
Hewasin a cramped, plank-walled room. A tiny window showed only a square of blue sky and afew
white seagulls. Even without that, he could tell by the rolling motion of the room that he was aboard a
ship under full sall.

How in the name of Bilairy had he gotten on aship?

Badly disoriented, he looked down to find that hiswrists were locked in wide metal bands, and along
bar was fastened between them to keep his hands apart. One end of a heavy chain was fastened to the
middle of the spanner, and the other to a heavy metd staplein thewall. Hisfingersfound metal straps
between his eyes and around his head.

Someone had put him in branks, like the one Thero had worn when they were captives together on
that Plenimaran ship. The same sort of wide, silvery bands of metal encased hiswrists. Someone had
mistaken him for awizard and taken serious precautions.

Otherwise, he' d been made comfortable. He lay on anarrow bunk, warmly swathed in blankets. His
clothing was gone, he noted uneasily, but otherwise, he seemed unharmed.

For now. Mardus and his necromancers had taken good care of Alec, too, aslong it had suited them.
How in hell had he come to be in the same damn Stuation twice?

He closed his eyes. He remembered the ambush, and something black and horrible rushing at him,
surrounding him with numbing cold and a breathtaking stench. And Seregil yeling...

Panic rose again, stronger thistime, asit sank in that he was aone.

He did off the bunk and staggered unsteadily toward the window, but the chain wasn't long enough.
He could get off the bed to stand, but no further. He climbed back onto the bunk and stood up oniit to
give him adifferent view out the window.

There wasn't much to see-just some taut ropes and a section of rail, and beyond that, open sea. He
couldn’t find the sun to judge the hour.

A chill, salt-laden draft caressed his skin, bringing gooseflesh out on hisarms. He sat down and
awkwardly dragged a blanket up over his kneeswith one hand.

The bunk was built into the wall-just bare boards under a thin mattress stuffed with wool. There was
nothing loose lying about except two small wooden buckets on a shdlf at the end of the bed. The empty
one stank of piss, and was clearly meant for achamber pot. The other held water. He leaned over and
sniffed it suspicioudy, but it seemed clean. Thirst overrode caution and he sucked up what he could,
trying to wash the metdlic taste from his mouth. Resuming hisvigil, hetried to ignore the fear blossoming
inhisbdly.

Whereis Seregil ? The thought throbbed in hismind like a heartbest.

He could hear sailorstalking somewhere nearby but couldn’t make out their words over the sound of
the wind and waves.

Finally, two men passed close by the window and Alec caught aglimpse of dark skin, long black curly
beards, and aflash of digtinctive striped clothing.

Zenggati.

Hedid down the wall and rested his usdess hands on his knees, heart pounding as he realized how
bad the Stuation really was.

Hewas still brooding on that when he heard the scrape of abar being lifted outside his door.
Defensdless, he stayed where he was, hisonly protection the blanket pulled tightly around him.

The door opened just wide enough for ayoung boy to dip through, then shut behind him, and Alec



heard the bar dam down again. His visitor, barefoot, and dressed in along, belted shirt, was carrying a
large wooden bowl. He eyed Alec for amoment, then quickly set the bowl down on the floor just within
reach and scuttled back and banged on the door.

“Wait! Tell mewheremy friend is,” Alec begged, or tried to. The words came out hopelesdy mangled
around the mouth plate.

The boy called out loudly in his own language to whoever was waiting outside. Alec didn’t speak
Zengati, but it was clear that he was scared of Alec, and none too pleased with his duty. As soon asthe
door opened, the boy dashed out.

Alec leaned over the edge of the bunk to ingpect the bowl, which held some sort of bland, grey broth.
Heleft it lone, drank more water, then settled cross-legged, back to the wall, watching the door and
window. He pulled at the branks, but only managed to hurt his mouth. The wristbands were no better,
smooth and seamless, sealed with magic.

Plenimaran magic, on a Zengati slaver’s ship. He couldn’t think of aworse combination.

Time crawled by and the light began to fade. Judging by the way the shadows moved across the floor,
he guessed they were sailing north. North from Gedre lay Skalaor Plenimar. Alec had no illusions about
where they were headed.

Darknessfell and no one came, not even the boy. Huddled in his blankets, Alec kept watch on the
door, sick with worry for Seregil.

He must have dozed off, for he was completely unprepared when the door suddenly banged open and
the cabin filled with people. Dark, bearded faces loomed over him and hard, hurtful hands held him
down. Someone held alantern aloft. Someone else grabbed the bar between his hands and wrenched it
out sideways, so that his right hand was over the edge of the bed. An order was barked and some of the
men fell back, giving placeto a heavyset man wielding asmall branding iron. Handstightened on Alec's
chest and legs and shoulders as the bastard grabbed Alec’ swrist and pressed the iron to theinside of his
forearm.

Alec screamed and swore and struggled asthe smell of burnt flesh filled his nogtrils, but to no avall.
Flipping him over, they branded him on the back of theleft calf, too.

It was over quickly, and they left him done again, but that waslittle consolation. The pain of the burns
was agony, and with his hands shackled like this, it wasimpossible to find away to lie that didn’t cause
more pain.

He cringed as he heard the bar being lifted again. A tall, veiled figure dipped in carrying abasket and a
gmall lantern. At first Alec thought it was awoman, but the legs and bare feet that showed below the
short robe were aman’s. His hair was hidden under something like a crude sen’ gai, and ascrap of plain
mudin hid hisface below apair of sad grey eyes.

Aurénfaie eyes, Alec thought, even before the man unpinned the vell and let Alec see hisface, and
the thick iron collar around his neck.

Hewas’fae, without any doubt, perhaps a bit younger than Seregil. He remained by the door ashe
held up hisright arm, showing Alec the faded brand on hisforearm. It was asymbol or letter of some
sort, but nothing Alec could make sense of.

“Each daver ship captain has hisown mark,” the stranger said in Aurénfaie, and the sound of that
familiar language quieted Alec sfearsalittle.

“You'rea’lave?’ Alec durred around the branks.

The man gave him adispirited shrug. “What elsewould a’faie be, in such company? I’ ve cometo
dressyour burns. Will you let me?’

Alec nodded, trying unsuccessfully to cover himsdlf.

The man set his basket down on the edge of the bed and pulled the blanket over Alec’slap and legs.
“I know you're frightened, and in pain, but there’ sno need for fear. They liketheir 'faie daves
unblemished at the Rigamarkets, and that’ s where we' re headed.”

Hetook Alec’'sarm in gentle hands and applied a sdve with alight, careful touch. Alec guessed he'd
done this often. The salve smelled good, and soothed the burns considerably. Alec sudied his hel per
closdly asthe man took strips of clean linen from the basket and bandaged Alec’sarm. Histunic had



short deeves, and as he leaned over histask, Alec could see the telltale scars | eft by alash peeking out
across the back of one shoulder. “’ey "ip you.”

“I was stubborn, and proud,” the’faie replied without looking up. “They best that out of me,
eventudly. It doesn’t have to be so difficult for you, little brother. In the end, you'll find it’sbest to
submit.”

“’ubmit?’ 0o what?’

“That al depends on who buysyou. If you' relucky, being ahaf-blood, someone might only want you
asalaborer, or an ornamental house dave. Turn on your Sde so | can dressyour leg.”

Alecrolled over to facethewadl. “An’ if | nO' "ucky?’

“Well, some would say your mixed blood has a pretty effect, and with that fair hair?'Y ou might end up
in somerich merchant' s bed.”

“ever!”

“Or perhaps with awoman. The wedlthier courtesans often keep boys as pets.”

Alec shook his head furioudly, heedless of the way the branks plate cut at the corner of his mouth, then
let out agrunt of darm as the man seized him by the shoulder and pulled him around to face him.

“I’'mtrying to do you afavor, little brother.” Turning away, the dave grasped the hem of hisrobe and
pulled the back up to his neck, showing Alec the netting of faded scarsthat ridged his skin from neck to
knees. Then he turned and held up his penisin one hand, showing him the puckered scar where hisbdls
should have been. “ They're likely to take those anyway, unlessthey want to breed you. I’ m lucky that
master left asmuch ashedid.”

Y anking histunic back down, hefixed Alec with asorrowful look. “1 was proud like you, little brother.
Butintheend | did dl they wanted. Y ou can spare yoursdlf the suffering. Some masters can be quite
kind if you're meek and tractable.”

Alec squeezed his eyes shut and turned hisface to thewall. Meek and tractable? He' d diefirst!

“Suit yoursdf, then.”

“Wait!” Alec caled after him. It was o hard to talk with this thing in his mouth! Choosing hiswords
carefully, he asked, “’ astherea’ anwith’€?’

“A man with you? A friend captured with you, you mean?’

Alec nodded. “Auren.”

“I don't know. You'retheonly 'faiel’ ve seen. Try to rest. It' stwo more daysto Riga, and the sailors
won't trouble you. The captain would have their skinsfor it.”

He went out, taking the lantern and leaving Alec in the dark, and in despair. If Seregil was dead, then
he had even less reason to be meek or tractable for anyone. He' d be more than happy to die.

CHAPTER 10

Rough Passage

SEREGIL WAS FAR too sick to gauge the passage of time, or to fight back when they cameto
brand him. He was barely conscious when dark figures held him down and burned hisarm and leg, and
only vaguely aware when someone came to tend the wounds. His physical misery was unrelenting.

Every so often the hatch overhead would open, and he roused a bit when they came down to duice
him off with icy seawater, washing away the vomit and shit. Then someone would hold his head up, using
the branks for ahandle, and force fresh water or broth between histeeth until he choked and swallowed.
Heusualy just brought it up again, but somehow enough stayed in him to keep life in hiswasting bodly.
Sometimesin the night, they would cometo stare at him, faces hidden behind the blinding glare of a
lantern. Or maybe that was just afever dream? He was too sick to tell the difference, or care.

The rough planking rubbed the skin from his body, and the branks were a continuous torment. His
brandsfelt hot, and he knew they were infected. The only other constant during those miserable days



was the hope that Alec was dive somewhere.

As he grew wesaker, he dept more, but his dreams offered no escape. Long-dead enemies came to
gloat over him. Ddlirious, Seregil woke once convinced that Mardus and his necromancer, Vargal
Ashnazai, were slanding over him, laughing at his condition. In other dreams, he was a the Cockerd,
with the headless corpses of Thryisand her family, or back at that seatemple again, looking down at
Nysander’ s sorrowful, upturned face.

That was the only dream that made him weep, and for thefirgt timein many years, he prayedin
earnest.

Aura, Lightbearer, if Alecisalive, then help me. If not, then let me die.

He had little faith in answered prayers, but dl the same, he lived, even as he sank ever deeper into

darkness.

CHAPTER 11

No Good Placefor a’Faie

ALEC HOPED IN vain to seethe veiled Aurénfaie again. He hadn't even asked his name. But no one
except the boy came, bringing him food and water and taking away the dop pail. Alec tried to befriend
him, but the boy kept his eyes averted and never lingered.

On the morning of the fourth day the breeze through the little window changed, carrying the scent of
land. Standing up on the bed again, he caught a glimpse of white stone diffs, bright in the distance. There
was no sign of green-no forest or fields-and as he took more sightings through the day, hisimpression
remained the same. Seregil had told him that Plenimar was barren in places, especialy herein the south;
that was why the Plenimarans tried so often to take the land of others. At least that was the Skalan view.

And they kept daves. Alec looked down at the scabbed brand on hisarm, trying to imagine what lay
ahead.

They made port late in the afternoon, and Alec began to fed sick. Hetold himsdlf that it wasjust the
rolling of the ship at anchor, but his heart knew better.

He d eaten to keep his strength up. He' d watch for his chance and break for freedom at the first
opportunity. He had no idea how he was going to get out of his shackles, but he could worry about that if
he actualy managed to get away.

That proved avain hope. Three sturdy Zengati sailors camefor him. They bound hislegs together with
rope and carried him out of the cabin on their shoulderslike arolled carpet.

The ship was alarge one, long and lean, and there were dozens of sailors and armed men milling
around. No one spared him a glance as he was carried past. Beyond the rail, he could see awaterfront
teeming with people.

There was some sort of holdup at the head of the gangway, and he looked around wildly, redizing
how futile his hope of escape had been.

At firg glance, Rigawas no different than any segport city. The shadows were growing long, and there
were lanterns|it dong the streets. Tal warehouses lined the shore, and between them he got a glimpse of
alarge city that spread asfar as he could see. Beyond that, in the distance, were white, rolling hills dotted
with bits of dark green. It reminded him of Gedre.

On deck, a hatch had been thrown back and filthy, naked people were being led up. The smell was so
bad that he retched around the mouth plate of the branks.

The miserable daves were staggering in chains and, as Alec watched, two sailors came up carrying a
limp body by the arms and legs. The man wasfilthier than al the others-emaciated and bloody, too-but
Alec il recognized him.

“’eregil!” he shouted, thrashing in hiscaptors' grip and curang the branksthat gagged him. “’ eregil!
"eregil!”



Hewasterrified at first that Seregil was dead. The man was degthly pale under thefilth, and hiseyes
were sunk deeply in dark, bruised-looking sockets. But as soon asthe sailors stretched him on the deck,
Alec saw him make afeeble effort to curl into aball. The heavy metd bars fastened between his hands
and feet were too much for him. As Alec watched, he went limp, only the whites of his eyes showing
under haf-open lids. Alec had never seen histalimenios o weak.

But he’' salive and he' s herel

Before he could tell anything more of Seregil’ s condition, Alec’s handlers hoisted him higher and
carried him down the gangway. Helpless he might be, but he was no longer without hope.

The last thing he saw before the deck rose out of view was the nameless Aurénfaie dave knedling
besde Seregil.

Help him, please! Alec silently begged, as he was carried ashore.

Alec?

Seregil was only dimly aware that the motion around him had changed. Then hewasin sunlight, too
panfully bright even through hiseyelids. A fresh, cold wind cut through the stink hel d thought endless.
Had he been adeep? Had he dreamed Alec' s voice, calling to him?

It hurt too much to stay here, though, and he let himself sink back into the welcoming blackness.

Consciousness flirted with him, and he wasn't sure if he was awake or dreaming the sound of voices,
coming to himfaintly, asif from agresat distance.

“| told you to hold him, not kill him!”

Seregil knew that voice from somewhere,

“Wedidn't know...”

Hewastoo far goneto register what language was being spoken; he only knew that he understood it.

“Usdess He sdying!”

Who's dying? Not me, friend! Not until...

Alec's captors carried him down along stone quay and into amarket square. If he' d had any doubts
about davery here, they were put to rest now. There wereiron cagesfull of naked men, women, and
children, and beyond that, araised platform where more people stood chained to postsin front of a
crowd.

“Maker, save me,” Alec whispered.

The sailorstightened their grip on him and bore him down a paved street between the warehouses.

The chill air wasdry and full of dust. The street was crowded even at this hour and, for thefirst timein
days, hewas painfully aware of his nakedness. Old women and young girls laughed and pointed, calling
out in their own language. Alec’s command of Plenimaran was far from perfect, but their jeering tone was
enough. Still possessed of adeep-bred northern modesty despite al histime with Seregil, he burned with
shame.

And he guessed there was worse to come. They werein sight of more auction blocks now, then
among them. On one platform afair-haired young woman was on display, with her handstied behind her
to keep her from covering any part of hersdf. Their eyes met in amoment of shared anguish. On the next
block, two little boys stood weeping and clinging to each other as the auctioneer harangued the crowd. A
blind fiddler sood on astreet corner, playing abright jig.

A sudden turn in the street spared Alec any more such sights, but it had been enough. Angry tears
blurred his vision as he screamed and struggled, helplessto stop, as his captors hurried him into along,
low building.

It waslike abarn ingde, and lined with stal-like cages. They put him in one of these, laying him down
carefully on athick bed of straw and damming theiron door shut behind them.

The placewas brightly lit. Alec pushed himsdf up on his hands and looked around. Thewalls of his
little cell were made of heavy boards, so he could only see out the front. Across the room, most of the



cages held one or more captives.

Still hampered by the iron bar between his hands and the ropes cutting into hislegs, he crawled to the
back corner of his cage and covered himself in the straw as best he could. His heart was pounding, the
sound of hisown blood loud in his ears as he fought a renewed rush of panic. He had no tools, and there
were people everywhere, talking or haggling loudly in languages he could not understand. He wished now
he' d et Seregil teach him Plenimaran. After hislast experience, he'd wanted nothing to do with this
country, not even its language. Now he kicked himself for his stubbornness.

How long until someone dragged him back out to the blocks and put him on display? How would he
know what was going on?

It was abusy place, thisdave barn, not unlike ahorse dealer’ s market. People of al sorts strolled up
and down theline of cages, laughing and chatting together asthey ingpected the merchandise. Many
stopped to look at Alec, but none came in after him. There were anumber of Zengati about in their
salt-stained boots and striped tunics. Most, however, had the look of nobles or merchants, and dressed
more in the Skalan fashion. Alec studied them dl carefully. Aside from Duke Mardusand his
necromancer, the only Plenimarans he' d had any experience with were their marines, and they were a
crud, hard-bitten lot. By comparison, these people looked like any ordinary market crowd, except for
the goods in which they weretrading.

An elegantly dressed young woman paused to stare a him, attended by severd servants and friends.
Her bodice was more modestly cut than that favored by Skalan women of fashion, but she had brilliant
feathers and jewelsin her upswept hair. Her face was covered in some sort of white powder and her lips
were painted dark red. The unnatural cast of it, and the gppraising look in her hard, dark eyes, made
Alec nervous. She gestured at him, then moved on, casting back some remark that set her companions
laughing and pointing.

Alec guessed she must be one of the courtesans the velled man had mentioned. Wheat little he'd ever
heard about proper Plenimaran women was that they were kept at home and closely guarded.

I’ll be damned if | end up the toy of some whore!

Hetried to ignore the crowd after that, until afew ruffians crowded up to the bars and threw pebbles
at him until he looked up. They were dressed like butchers, in leather aprons streaked with dried blood,
and had curved knives and oddly made pincers dangling from their wide leather belts. One of them
caught Alec staring and cupped his groin through his gpron, making an unmistakable dicing motion with
his other hand.

A distinguished-looking Plenimaran man spoke sharply to them and shooed them off. He was past his
prime, but not old. He wore ablack velvet surcoat with silver chains and wide cuffs of lace, anumber of
gold ringsand ajewded chain.

“Cdmyoursdf, boy,” he said to Alec in perfect Skaan. “If you are what I’ ve been led to believe, then
you arein no danger of the gelding knife.”

The stranger was accompanied by asmaller man in a deeply hooded cloak that obscured hisface, and
asmall entourage of manservants, al of them dark-skinned, with close-cropped hair and beards. These
looked more like the Plenimaran marines Alec had known, and he wedged himsdf moretightly into his
back corner, even though he' d already guessed it wouldn't do any good.

There was no mistaking the look on the well-dressed man’ s face; he' d found something he’ d been
looking for, and Alec wasiit. He spoke softly to the hooded man, who in turn motioned forward someone
who' d been concedled behind the others.

Thisonewore avell over the lower part of hisface, and Alec knew him at once for an Aurénfaie by
hisdighter build and light eyes. He wore along, deevelesstunic under his cloak and good leather shoes.
A golden torque glimmered at histhroat.

The hooded man and the man in the black coat spoke quietly with him in Plenimaran. The veiled man
turned to look down at Alec, nodding agreement to something the men said.

“What're’ou’ ooking a?’ Alec spat bitterly in Aurénfaie, hiswords durred around the branks.

The man in black said something to the’faie, who then approached the barsand said in Aurénfaie,
“My master bids you put your hand out through the bars. He won't hurt you.”



Master? So this’faie was a dave, too.

“Y our masker can go fuck himsd’!” Despite the branks, he had made himsalf understood. Those eyes
weren't smiling now.

“Softly, little brother. A bad temper won't do you any good here. Come to the bars and put your hand
through. Y ou'rein no danger.”

“’otathe’rows, 'ra’or!”

“Please” the’faieimplored softly, stealing alook back at hiswaiting master. “Obey now, or they’||
comein and force you. And that will hurt.”

“He squiteright,” the dark man told Alec, speaking Aurénfaie asfluently ashe did Skdan. “And it will
al end the sameway, Alec of Ivywdl. See?| know who you are. And I’ ve been most eager to meet
you. Now give me your left hand nicely, or those rough men in leather gpronswill drag you out for me.”

Defeated, Alec crawled awkwardly to the front of the cage and hesitantly extended his shackled hand
out through the bars, haf-expecting it to be cut off. The man grasped it and twisted the pam upwards,
tracing the round, faded scar at its center with athumbnail. Alec held ill, watching asthe man smiled to
himsdf. It wasamost asif he knew the history of that mark. Alec aso noted that hisfingers were stained
with ink. Perhaps he was awizard, after all or, worse yet, a necromancey.

“Just alittle poke,” the possible necromancer murmured, and before Alec could pull back he
produced athick needle from the folds of hisrobe and pricked the end of Alec’ sforefinger deeply.

Alec hissed at the pain and tried to pull back, but one of the servants reached in quickly and held him
there while the master caught alarge drop of Alec’sblood on hisfingertip. They released him then, and
Alec quickly pulled back out of reach. The nobleman rubbed the blood between thumb and forefinger
and asmdl tongue of muddy red flame licked up for an instant, then disappeared.

“’ecroman’er!” Alec hissed, hisworst fears redlized.

The man wiped his soiled fingers with aspotless white handkerchief. “1’m nothing of the sort. And
that’ s good newsfor you, I'm sureyou' |l agree.”

Thewizard, or whatever he was, turned to speak to the hooded man in his own tongue. Alec knew the
Plenimaran word for blood- ulimita-and heard it spoken severa times. The noble seemed very pleased
about something, and so did the hooded man. Though Alec could still see nothing of hisface, he heard
him say something softly in Plenimaran. There was something familiar about that voice. Before Alec could
tell for sure, though, the hooded man turned and strode away. Whoever it was, he had the gait of an old
man.

The not- necromancer nodded to one of his companions and aweighty-looking purse changed hands
with adave deder.

Turning back to Alec, he said, “My nameis Charis Y hakobin. I own you now, Alec, and you will cdll
me IIban, which means master in my language. To address mein any other fashion is disrespectful, and
will be punished.”

“ Kishmy ash!” Alec snarled as anew wave of panic threatened.

“My tastes do not run in that direction, boy, and you will incur my greet disfavor if you ever again
suggest such athing. Y ou are auseful ingtrument to me. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

At hisorder, one of the dave market men came with abunch of keys and opened the cage. Alec
cowered back, but it did no good. His new owner gave ordersto apair of muscular servants. They
entered the cage and cut the ropes around hislegs, then roughly hauled him up by the arms.

“Come aong, or my menwill carry you out by force,” Y hakobin advised.

Alec’slegs burned as the blood returned to limbs too long bound. Even o, the urge to fight or run was
strong. Alec hated feding so helpless, but the memory of one of Seregil’ s early lessons came back,
cdming himalittle.

Pick your fights carefully, tali.

So hefeigned resgnation, hanging his head as he shuffled out, but al the while surreptitioudy glancing
around for away to run.

“I think we can dispense with this, aswell.” Y hakobin reached behind Alec’ s head and released the
branks, then lifted the apparatus from hishead. “The daverscan't tell the’faie with power from those



without. Y ou' re no wizard.”

“Then what do you want with me?’

Without the dightest change of expression, Y hakobin struck him across the mouth so hard it snapped
Alec’shead sdeways.

“Your first lesson, young Alec, isto address me with respect. Y our second awaits outside. Cover him,
Ahmal.”

One of the older servants shook out aplain cloak and wrapped it around Alec, covering his bound
hands.

Y hakobin turned to leave and the larger servantstook Alec firmly by the shoulders and steered him to
follow. Alec kept his head down, peering around from behind the cover of hisdirty, unbound hair,
looking for Seregil asthey passed more of the cages, but there was no sign of him.

Night had fallen and the market crowd was even thicker. Even if he did manage to get loose, he was
barefoot, wegponless, and practicaly naked. Hisfair skin and hair would be like abanner here, not to
mention the fresh brands.

Everywhere he looked, Alec saw people in the same miserable situation, caged, chained, on display,
or being dragged aong behind Zengati traders or Plenimaran masters. Most of the daves appeared to be
from the Three Lands, but he saw afew ’faie among them, branked and bound, their eyes vague.

It was colder now, and the rounded street cobbles hurt hisfeet. Still unsteady, he tripped and would
have fallen more than onceif hisguards hadn't held him so tightly. He stubbed histoes painfully and was
limping by the time they dragged him to the edge of another large square.

“Hereisalesson every dave that comesthrough Rigaisgiven.” Y hakobin pointed to aline of
half-naked wretches chained by the neck aong a stonewall. Each one had a placard around his or her
neck, and most had a bloody, bandaged stump where ahand or foot or arm had been.

“Saveswho run lose afoot.” He nodded at abone-pale boy with no feet at all. “ That one hasrun
twice, asyou can see. HE |l be hanged in afew days. Those who stedl lose afinger or hand. I’'m sureyou
can guesstherest.”

He had his men lead Alec to adispirited-looking woman chained near the end. She had all her limbs,
but at Y hakobin's sharp order she opened her mouth wide, showing Alec the blackened wound where
her tongue had been cut out.

“That isthe penalty for speaking back to your master,” Y hakobin warned. “1 do hope you'll keep that
inmind. I have no usefor your tongue, and will happily have it out if it offends me again. Do you
understand?’

Alec swdlowed hard againgt the fresh bilerising in histhroat, then said as humbly as he could manage,
“Yes, Ilban, | understand.”

Whatever role you play, play it to the hilt, Seregil’ s voice whispered in the back of hismind. Alec
embraced dl the fear and horror he d been battling and let it show in hisface.

“Very good.” Y hakobin patted his shoulder. “ Show me the proper respect, and you will find mea
kind master.”

They stopped next at what appeared to be ablacksmith’s shop. It waswarmer inside, at least. The
amith greeted Alec’s owner with arespectful bow, then motioned for Alec to knedl beside an anvil at the
center of the shop. When he pretended not to understand, he was compelled to obey with afew rough
shoves and akick to the back of his knees.

Y hakobin took athin, silvery-looking circlet from hisrobes and gave it to the smith. A collar, Alec
redlized, just asthe golden torque the other dave wore must be asign of his station.

Theslver collar had agap init, with pierced flanges on both ends. The smith bent it out wide enough
to placeit around Alec' s neck, then forced his head to the anvil. One of Y hakobin’s men held Alec down
while the amith fitted a copper rivet through the holes, set thetip of ablunt chisd againgt it, and struck it a
sngle sharp blow with hishammer, so hard it jolted Alec' s head against theiron.

“Stup.” Yhakobin dipped afinger under the collar and gave it asmal tug. “Not too tight, isit? Have
you nothing to say to me?’

“It'snot too tight-11ban,” Alec managed, hating the cold weight of the metal against hisskin just as



much asthe fetters on hiswrigts.

“The brands mark you asadave, and every Plenimaran knowswhereto look. This collar marksyou
asmy property, and it won't come off as easly asit went on. Keep that in mind as you dart those sharp
eyes of yours around, looking for your chanceto run.”

Alec colored guiltily and Y hakobin laughed. * Y ou do have spirit, don’t you? Quite wasted on me, I'm
afrad.”

At hisorder the men marched Alec out to awaiting carriage. It was small, but well made, and
decorated with inlay and polished woods. The glow of the brass|lanterns set beside the driver’ s bench
shone on the glossy flanks of apair of Siimai blacks harnessed to it. This'Y hakobin must be alord of
consderable wedlth.

The liveried footman jumped down to open the door. Y hakobin climbed in and sat down on a sest
covered in tufted red leather. Alec’ s guards shoved him inside and he was made to knedl at his new
master’ s feet. The driver whipped up the horses and they set off through the darkness. Y hakobin took
some papers from a pocket under the window and perused them, ignoring Alec asif he’'d ceased to
exis.

Alec saized the opportunity to study Y hakobin more closdly. Like the carriage, the man’ s clothing and
fine shoes spoke of wedth. Seregil had taught him to look beyond first impressions, however, and
Y hakobin's hands told another story. In addition to theink stains, the man had a scattering of small white
scars on the backs of his hands-the sort of marks common among smiths and chandlers. Or wizards, he
added silently. Hetried to remember what the necromancer’ s hands had looked like, but his memories of
them were vague now, overlaid by the torment he' d known in their grasp.

“Wherearewe going...llban?" he ventured &t last.

Y hakobin didn’t even look up. “Home. Be quiet now.”

Alec gritted histeeth and pondered jumping from the moving vehicle while Y hakobin wasn't looking.
But he was till manacled and at too much of a disadvantage. He wasn't going to risk losing afoot this
early inthe game. Ingtead, he contented himsdf with staring out the window. His low vantage point cut
off most of the useful view; he caught only theimpression of tall buildings and narrow direets, then an
orderly line of trees, interspersed with lamp poles, which suggested a park. After that there waslittleto
See except the rising moon.

The road grew bumpier and Alec was hard-pressed to keep his balance. One hard jolt threw him
againg Y hakobin's knees. The man righted him and ruffled hishair, asif Alec were a hound.

“What' sthis?’ He pushed the hair back from Alec’ sleft ear and examined the blue-stained dragon
bite on thelobe,

“Isit some sort of clan mark?’

“It'snothing, llban,” Alec lied. “ Just decoration.”

Y hakobin released his ear and went back to hisreading.

Alec twisted hiswristsin the manacles, pressing the spanner bar between hiswrigts. | could strangle
him and jump from the coach.

And then what, aside from the broken bones and the lack of clothing? the Seregil in hismind
asked wryly.

Before he could come up with a better plan, the carriage took a sharp turn, and then dowed. Alec
glimpsed an arched stone gate, then heard the crunch of gravel under the coach whedls. A moment later
they came to a stop and the door flew open. Men dragged him out by the spanner bar and hustled him
quickly across awalled courtyard and through alow door. From there he was rushed down a narrow
servants stairway, to along, dank, brick corridor. They took severd turns as Alec looked around
franticaly, trying to make sense of where he was. The few doorsthey passed were closed. His guards
halted in front of one that looked no different from any other and opened it to reved atiny, whitewashed
room. One of them took the cloak, leaving him naked again.

Someone spoke curtly behind him; Y hakobin had followed them down here.

He took something from his pocket and palmed it before Alec could see what it was. But when he
then touched each of the manacles, they cracked in half and fell to the floor, taking the wretched bar with



them.

“Thank you, llban.” Alec dmost meant it thistime.

Y hakobin frowned &t the raw skin on Alec’ swrigs. “ Those fools, risking infection for no reason.”

At hisorder, the man called Ahmol produced asmall pot of salve and rubbed it over the damaged
in.

Y hakobin seemed satisfied. “ There, that should hedl wdll. In you go, now.”

They shoved Alec into the room and dammed the heavy door behind him. He heard abar fdl into
place and shuddered. Shut in, and helpless again.

“Rest now,” Y hakobin caled into him. “I’ll have food brought down to you.” There was a pause, then
he added sternly, “It is customary for adave to thank his master, Alec.”

That wastoo much. “I’'m no dave, and you'll never be my master!” Alec ydled, forgetting Seregil’s
lessons and the sight of the dave with her tongue cut out as he dammed both fists againgt the door.

It opened so fast he would have fallen into the corridor if one of the guards hadn’t caught him and
locked an arm around histhroat. The collar bit into his neck as he was jerked off hisfeet and shoved
face-first againgt arough stone wall. Y hakobin was close behind him now, breath warm on Alec’ s cheek
as he held up ashort, thick riding crop.

“I will be lenient thistime, sSince you are new and we are not in public.” Stepping back, he struck Alec
hard acrossthe back. It hurt like hell, but didn’t break the skin. Nine more blows followed, then Alec
was grabbed by the hair and thrown back into the cell. He came down hard on the stone floor, banging
his right elbow painfully and scraping the bandaged burn on hisarm. The pain drove him back to hisfedt.
He faced the doorway, braced to fight.

Y hakobin regarded him for amoment, then smiled. “ Perhapsit’ sagood thing, this strong spirit of
yours, though it will not make your life here an easy one.”

“It'snot my choiceto be here, IIban,” Alec snarled, shaking with anger.

“No, but it isyour fate.” With that, the door closed and the bar fell again.

Alec ligtened as the footsteps faded away. The stripes on his back stung like fire, but the pain cleared
his head. He was acting foolishly, fighting when there was no hope of winning, and antagonizing the man
who held hislifein his hands. Y hakobin could have just as easily had them tear out histongue. For some
reason he' d refrained, but it would be foolish to push the man.

The cell was cold and dark. A tiny barred window set high in the wall acrossfrom the door letina
little torchlight-just enough to make out that the walls were smoothly plastered and whitewashed, and the
floor was paved with bricks set in mortar.

Ashiseyes adjusted to the dimness, he saw apalet bed piled with folded quilts over in the far corner.
A long robe had been laid out for him, too. He pulled it on, surprised at how soft and clean it was. The
wool gave off afaint scent of lavender and cedar, asif it had been stored in aproper clothes chest. The
plain quilts smelled like fresh air and sunlight. The palet, too, was athick, well-aired feather tick.

It was arelief to be dressed again. He wrapped himsdlf in one of the quilts and circled the room,
looking for anything he could use to his advantage. The wallswere solid and gave back the dull report of
stonework under his knuckles. The door was hinged on the outside, and there was no lock to pick, even
if he'd had something to work with. Stymied for the moment, he sat down on the pallet with his sore
back againgt the cold wall, and pulled more quilts over himself.

“I'madive” hewhispered, shivering from the pain now and feding alittlesck. * He' s dive, too, and
we're both on dry land again. We will find each other.”

All he had to do was bide histime and keep himself in one piece. Sooner or later, an opportunity
would present itsdlf.

CHAPTER 12

Bargainsin Flesh



CHARIS YHAKOBIN WAS not aman who took any particular pleasurein disciplining hisdaves.
He usudly left that to someone el se, but this young Alec was quite aspecia case, and he'd dready
decided that no one €lse was going to lay ahand on him.

He climbed the gairsto the main level of the villaand crossed the central courtyard to find the Virésse
khirnari waiting for him a asmall winetable by the fountain pool. Ulan i Sethil was till wrapped in his
cloak againg the evening chill, with the hood thrown back. Hiswhite hair glimmered in the torchlight.

“Y ou are satisfied with our bargain, Charis?’ the khirnari asked in that cold, level voice of his.

“Mog satisfied, though it sa pity the boy isahdf-blood.”

“But you can still make use of him?’

“Ohyes”

“And the other one?”’

“You don't use hisname, | notice. | haven't heard you speak of him directly once.”

“He has no name. Heis an outcast, and no concern of mine. | trust he will be dedlt with
appropriatey?’

“I can assure you, he will never see Aurénen again, my friend.”

“Yes, but will he suffer?”

“I have no doubt that he will, with his new master. And now, for my part.” He took aleather folder of
documents from inside his coat and laid it before Ulan. “ Emancipation papers for forty-two Virésse and
Galinil clan members. They will be on your ship by dawn.”

Ulan paused, hand poised over thefolder. “Y ou promised me forty-four.”

“Two have sincedied. Their remains have been prepared. Y ou can still return them to their families. |
do apologize, but it happened before | could purchase them.”

“Ransom,” Ulan corrected. “They are ransomed. We '’ faie do not involve oursalvesin the buying and
Hling of flesh.”

“Of course. | misspoke. Those whom | ransomed, as my part of our bargain, then.”

“Thank you. And asto the other part of our bargain?’

“Assoon as arhekaro is perfected-if indeed it is possible-and properly assessed, one will be sent to
you.”
Ulan raised an eyebrow at that. “If? Thisisthefirst time you’ ve shown any doulbt.”

“I hadn’t seen him, much less tested him when we struck our bargain,” Y hakobin reminded him. “1 had
only your word that he was of that bloodline at al. And the boy ishalf human, after dl, and that’ s strong
inhim. I can only do so much.” He paused and sipped hiswine. “Tell me, Khirnari, aretheretruly nonein
Aurénen who know of thisblood property? That seems so odd, given the length of 'faie memory.”

“I knew nothing of it until you contacted me about dl this. And if | knew nothing, thenitis highly
unlikely that anyone else does, with the possible exception of the rhui’ auros at Sarikali.”

“Ah, yes. Y our mysterious, mystic priests. Are they the keepers of your peopl€ s secrets?’

The khirnari answered that with an enigmatic smile. “ There are many stories about why Hazadriél
gathered her followers and fled north, though no one knows the truth, or so the rhui’ auros would tell you.
But some say that she was gifted with avision by the bash'wai spiritswho inhabit Sarikai.”

“Mystics and ghostsl My, but you are a colorful people.” Ulan's smile disappeared. He did not move,
but the air around Y hakobin suddenly felt cold and dense. 1 meant that as a compliment, of course.”

“Of course.” Ulan kept him pinned with his sharp-eyed gaze a moment longer, then looked down at
hiswine

Y hakobin relaxed dightly as the atmosphere returned to normal. “ So, | will endeavor to make the
rhekaro with what | have to work with, and then we shal see”

“| should like to see your texts, which spesk of thismagic.”

Y hakobin nearly refused; no alchemist shared his precious store of knowledge, and most certainly not
with an outsider. And he did dready have the young Hézadriéfaiein hand. All the same, Ulan i Sathil was
too powerful aman to triflewith. “Very wel. Please wait herewhile |l retrieveit.”

As he unlocked hisworkshop door, he glanced back suspicioudy, but Ulan il sat at thewinetable,



gazing at the fountain or statuary now. After that little demonstration of displeasure, however, Y hakobin
wondered if the man was somehow coercing him into reveding his precioustexts. Safdly indde, he went
to one of the tables and placed a bit of sulfur in a crucible and poured afew drops of severd tinctures
over it, then drew the requisite symbols on the table. He lit the sulfur with acoa from the forge and
watched the flame, which flared up yellow, then turned a deep green; Ulan was exercisng no magic on
him, or at least none he could identify.

Satisfied, he went to the small pavilion at the far end of the room and crawled inside to open the large
casket hidden there. The lock opened at histouch, and he took out the lesser tome and carried it back to
Ulan. He doubted the man, for al his apparent wisdom, knew how to read the Arcana.

“Here, Khirnari,” he said, opening the book to a chapter marked with ablack ribbon. Ulan took the
tome and dowly followed the tiny characterswith afinger, nodding dowly. “ According to this, the
longevity properties are not predictable.”

“Mogt likely because of the differing digtillation processes employed by the few achemistswho
practiced this science. Each lineage hasits own methodology, rather like the inherited magic of your
people. And no one in those ancient times ever thought to use a haf-blood, when the pure Srainswere
S0 readily had.”

“The history of your peopl€ s depredations on our shoresis nothing to spesk of lightly,” Ulan said
quietly, and the air grew alittle heavy again.

“Of course not, Khirnari. | only meant to give you an explanation of why my endeavorsin this maiter
may be unpredictable. But rest assured, the purification and decoction of blood strainsisagreat strength
of mine. And & the risk of seeming arrogant, | daresay you will not find another alchemist who ismore
adept at theart than 1.”

“1 do not doubt your expertise, Charis. If the process produces the dixir | hope for, then | will be
pleased, of course. If it does something e se, then you will of course share that knowledge.”

“Of course. And regardless of the outcome, | will continue to keep our bargain. Any member of the
Virésse clan | find in the markets or households of Plenimar will be purchased-ransomed, that is-and
returned to you.”

“And your traderswill continue to have favored statusin my ports, and in my fa’ thast.”

Ulan rose and bowed to him. “Good night, my friend, and good luck.”

“Won't you stay the night with us, Khirnari? My wife has prepared a banquet in your honor.”

The old Aurénfai€' s hesitation would not have been apparent to a man less astute than Charis
Y hakobin. “1 will be most honored to dine with you, but these old bones of mine will deep better rocked
by thetidein an Aurénfaie berth. One of the many prices of age, my friend. One becomes overly
atached to thefamiliar in smadl things”

“And great ones, aswell.” It was no secret that the pact between Skala and the Gedre khirnari had
hurt more than Virésse' strade and shipping interests. It had hurt their pride. What Seregil i Korit'srole
had been in that was unclear, but Y hakobin had been more than happy to benefit from therift. If not for
Ulan’sanimosity toward the young Bokthersan, Y hakobin might never have gained the prize he now had
safely locked away in hiscdlar.

He let his gaze wander to the dark, dender figure standing at arespectful distancein the shadows and
gave adight nod to show that al waswell. Y hakobin was awedthy man, and a powerful one, but
merciful when it suited him. He could afford to be generous now, especidly to one who had brought him
his heart’s grestest desire.

CHAPTER 13

[1ban

FOR TWO DAY S Alec was l€ft in peace, but he was clearly being punished; his gaolers brought him



nothing but water. They didn’t speak to him when they came with the pitcher, or to take away the pall,
but no one abused him, ether. He had no doubt, though, that he was being closaly observed.

Hisbelly ached and growled, but he’ d known worse deprivations. By the second day he was alittle
light-headed, but the worgt thing was the boredom. There was nothing to do but count the bricksin the
floor and watch the patch of sunlight crawl acrossthewall. He' d tried to get up to the tiny window, but it
wastoo high. Sitting in hisnest of quilts, he spent hours listening intently, trying to imagine what lay
beyond this room.

There were often footsteps in the corridor outside his door, and the muffled sounds of conversation.
He couldn’t understand the words, but it sounded like servants' talk. Occasionaly he made out
Y hakobin’ s voice-acam, even murmur that was dways answered with respect.

Birdsong came in through hiswindow, and the ordinary sounds of a household-footsteps, the clank of
apail, the sound of wood being split, the crowing of arooster at daybreak, the occasional snuffle of a
dog near hiswindow, women' s voices, and the occasiond laughter of children.

Just after dark the second day, his keepers camein carrying alamp and achair. Alec remained on his
pallet asthey set these things againgt the wall by the door, then stepped back to let in their master.

Y hakobin sat down and motioned to Ahmol, who carried in awooden bowl and asmall brown loaf.
Alec’smouth watered painfully asthe smell of warm oat porridge drifted acrossto him. Instead of
bringing them to Alec, however, Ahmol stayed by the door and looked to his magter.

“How doesthisnight find you, Alec?’ Y hakobin asked, crossing hislegs and smoothing the fabric of
his dark robe over hisknee.

The smell of the food made histraitorous ssomach growl. “Well enough, llban,” he replied, respectfully
dropping hisgaze.

“Hungry?’

“Yes, Ilban.” Therewas no use denying it. He could see the game that was being played, but standing
on pride and getting any weaker wasn't going to get him anywhere.

“Y ou’' re more reasonable tonight. I'm glad.”

“Hunger isagood teacher, llban.”

Y hakobin nodded to Ahmol. The servant set the food down in front of Alec and went out, closing the
door.

“Please, eat,” Yhakobin said, asif Alec wasaguest at histable. “1 took my supper upstairs.”

“Thank you, llban.” Alec picked up the bowl and took asip of the porridge. It wasthin and milky,
flavored with honey. He had to force himself to eat dowly so hewouldn’t Sick it back up. After afew
sps hetore off abit of the bread and used it asa sop. It was still warm from the oven.

He ate in slence, aware of the man’s eyes on him, and the dight smile on hislips. Y hakobin had a
sharp, intelligent face. Theink stains caught Alec’ s attention again; this man certainly had the ook of
someone more at ease with a pen than asword.

Hefinished the porridge and set the bowl aside. “Y our prison is better than someinns |’ ve stayed at,
llban.”

“You arenot in prison, Alec. Thisiswherel put new daves, especidly excitable oneslike yoursdf. A
few days of peaceful rest to help you accept your new position.”

“I"'m glad you don’t have your whip tonight, 11ban.”

Y hakobin chuckled. “It’'s close by, | assure you. It's up to you whether | need it again. | am not the
sort of master who ddlightsin abusing hisdavesfor no reason.”

Alec nodded and nibbled at another piece of bread.

“Y ou may ask me questions.”

Alec consdered for amoment, then asked, “How do you know my name?’

“I"ve known about you for some time now. Plenimar has ears and eyesin Aurénen, aswell asin
Skda”

“Spies”

“Of course. And it was not difficult, with you and your companion making no secret of your mixed
blood. Bragging about it, it seemed. Most unwise of you. Y our people should have taught you better than



thet.”

“My people?’

“The Hazadridfaie”

Alec frowned and looked away. “ They aren’t my people. | never knew them.”

“| see. Of course, you're not a pureblood. The color of your hair suggested it, and I’ ve aready
verified thefact, back at the dave barns. That was a disgppointment, but the strain is still very strongin
you. So, you are the child of arunaway. Tdl me, wasit your mother, or your father?’

Alec kept silent, trying to comprehend what he was being told. Thisiswhy they’ d been captured? It's
my fault we're here?

“Wél, it'sof no consequencefor now,” Y hakobin said, till watching him closdly.

“What do you want from me...l1ban?’

“All ingood time, Alec. Tell me, do you know what an dchemigt is?’

“An achemist?’ Alec searched hismemory. He' d heard the term once or twice around the Oréska
House, and dwaysin disparaging tones. “I once heard someone cal it kitchen magic.”

Y hakobin smiled at that. “No, Alec, dchemy isone of the highest Arts, the marriage of magic and
natura science. It'sfar more powerful initsway than dl that hand waving your Oréskawizards do, and
nothing & al like necromancy.”

“But you used my blood for aspell, Ilban. | saw you.”

“Blood can be a powerful dement, Alec, no different than sdt or sulfur or iron. The necromancers lso
make use of it, of course, but not at dl in the manner of alchemigts”

The food went heavy in Alec’sbely. “Y ou' re going to kill me, and take my blood?’

“Kill you? What a shameful waste that would be! Whatever made you think of that?’ He paused, then
shook hishead. “No, Alec, | would never kill you. | intend for you to live along and comfortable life here
with me. If you behave and do as | ask, that life can be very pleasant indeed.”

Alec suddenly sensed an opportunity. Seregil had often praised his ability to ook young and innocent.
He played to that strength now as he widened his eyes and asked, “ Then you redly aren’t going to kill
me, [Iban? Or use mein your bed?’

“Y ou have my word. Those are the furthest things from my mind. Y ou know, not dl Plenimaransare
like those you' ve met on the battlefield. Our warriors are very fierce, but they are chosen for that, and
trainedtoit. I'vetraveled abit in your land and we ordinary folk are not so different from yours. You'll
come to appreciate that in time. Get some rest, and after you’ ve had another meal tomorrow, if you
behave, I'll take you out of here and begin to familiarize you with your new home.”

“What will my duties be?’ he asked, then quickly added, “Ilban.” Thiswas getting very tiresome.

“Y ou dtrike me as an intelligent young man. Perhgps you can assst mein my work.”

“Indchemy?’

“Yes. | bedieveyou'll beavery great helpintime.”

Alec picked up hisbowl and knelt to placeit a Y hakobin’ sfeet. “ Thank you for the food, I1ban, and
your kind words. I'm lessfearful now, for hearing them.”

Y hakobin cupped Alec’s chin and raised hisfaceto look himinthe eye. “That’ svery nicely said, Alec.
Of course, | don't believe aword of it, and that' s your second mistake.” He hooked afinger in the
smooth meta collar and gaveit aplayful tug. “You will not get far with thisaround your neck, my coy
little nightrunner. Even if you dice the brands from your skin-and you wouldn't be the first to do s0.”
Giving him afina firm pat on the cheek, Y hakobin rose and went out. The guards collected the chair and
lantern and locked Alec in again.

He groped hisway back to his pallet and lay down, heart thudding dully in his chest.

Nightrunner. Wherein Bilairy’ s name was the man getting hisinformation?

CHAPTER 14



The Power of Memory

HABA.

Still lost in darkness, Seregil dreamed of gentle hands easing his pain, soothing hisskin.

Haba...

Cool fingerstraced the planes of hisface. Warm lips covered his. In vain he fought to open hiseyes. A
dream...only adream.

Hethought hewasin hisbed at Whed Street. He turned his cheek to that touch...

Alec. Tali...

Fingersbrushed hislips.

No, Haba.

No, of course not. Alec had never called himthat...

Darkness claimed him, pulling him deeper.

Habal

“You'redtill abed?” Mydri caled through the tent flap. “ Get up, Haba, you lazy thing. Father’ swaiting
for you at the assembly.”

Seregil curled deeper in his blankets, squeezing his eyes shut and trying to pretend he hadn’t heard.

“Suit yoursdlf, brat,” his Sster muttered, and strode off.

The air was dready warm and filled with the drowsy buzz of cicadas. He could tdll by the dant of tree
shadows across the painted canvas that it was well past dawn. He threw back the blankets and sat up,
knowing better than to keep his second sister waiting too long. Adzri or [llinamight shout for him, or
comein and tickle him awake. Mydri was more likely to fetch him anasty dap.

No breakfast again, hethought glumly, unless he could charm one of hisaunts or cousnsinto giving
him something behind hisfather’ sback. Or he could sted something from one of the other camps; that
was afavorite gamelately, among hisfriends.

He pulled on hislong white tunic and tried to brush out the wrinkles. One more thing for Mydri to
scold him for. He stuck histongue out at the thought and laced on his sandds, then made a hasty job of
combing hislong brown hair with hisfingers. He took more care with the dark green sen’'gai. When it
was wrapped and twisted into a proper shape around his head, he paused amoment, then let the long
endsfdl over hisleft shoulder.

He pressed hisfingersto hislips, cheeks going warm with the memory of last night’ sstolen kissin the
shadow of theforest. | have a lover.

Grinning, helifted the ends of the sen’ gai and let them fall down hisback. They weren't really lovers
yet. And even if they were, Seregil certainly wouldn't give that fact away to hisfather by wearing his
sen’ ga talsover hisshoulder likethat.

Ducking out through the low doorway, he buckled on his knife belt, cinching it tight around his dender
waist. You' ve no more hips than a snake does Auntie Alirawas fond of pointing out.

Shewasthe most likely prospect for breskfast. He was wondering if he had time to get to her tent
before Mydri camelooking for him again when Kheeta came barreling out from between the tents, the
tallsof hisgreen sen' gal flying behind him.

“So thereyou are!” He cameto a breathless halt and punched Seregil on the shoulder, then hooked an
arm around his best friend’ s neck. “Y our father’ s had uslooking everywhere for you! He s already
poured the morning blessing. He wasn't happy when you didn’t show up.”

Seregil shrugged as he wrapped an arm around his cousin’ swaist and set off for the council Ste. “He's
aways angry with me. At least now he has agood reason. I’ [l be your brother today. Will Mother feed
me?’

“Not likely. And it'sagood thing you're not my real brother. Father would take the switch to you!”

Seregil hugged Kheeta, glad of amoment’ s peace before having to face his father’ s unspoken
disapproval. Again. AsKorit i Meringil’s only son, he was expected to make at |east atoken appearance



at hisfather’ sside, though it was Adzrid, asthe eldest, who served as her father’ saide.

Hesghed. “I wish wewereredly brothers.”

People from outside their clan often mistook the two boysfor twins. They were the same age, with the
same lanky build-al arms and legs and restless energy-and with the same glints of copper in their dark
hair. Kheetaand hisfamily lived in the rambling clan house, too; he and Seregil had been cradle mates,
and best friends since they could crawl to find each other.

Some of their other friends-clan mates and boys and girls they’ d made friends with here at the summer
assembly-joined them as they hurried to the open pavilion where the khirnari and elders were aready
gathered.

They sat on carpets and cushions spread on the grass, sipping tea as the endless arguments began for
another day. Seregil wondered why so many of the other khirnari were againgt hisfather’ s plan, but
beyond that, he didn’t much care.

Hisfather glanced up at him over the heads of the crowd, frowned, then ignored him.

“That' swhat | thought!” Seregil muttered under his breath, though he kept his expression respectful as
he bowed, knowing others were watching.

Someone aways seemed to be watching him, Korit i Meringil’ s useless youngest child. He did his best
to ignore the sharp |ooks he was getting from some of the adults, resisting the urge to cross hiseyes and
gtick out histongue at them. Even Adzrid wouldn't let him get away with that.

He stood respectfully until hisfather waved ahand in curt, Slent dismissal. As heturned to go, he
caught someone else staring at him from across the pavilion, and his heart skipped a giddy beat.

Ilar wasleaning on atent pole, looking bored. The third son of one of the minor eastern clans, he had
few redl responghbilities. Even though he was older than Seregil and hisfriends-almost man grown,
redly-he till found plenty of timeto dip away with them, fishing, swimming, and tdling stories.

Seregil paused and gave him ahopeful look. Ilar smiled and shook his head, but his gaze never |eft
Seregil. The boy could fed it like heat on his skin as he reluctantly turned away.

Heforced himsdf to wak calmly from the pavilion, for the benefit of anyone staring at his back. The
minute he was outside, however, he grabbed Kheeta and broke into arun, leading the others off for
another ddlicious day of freedom. The broad river plain and surrounding forest were theirsto roam.

Redlly, it hadn’t been abad summer, overdl.

Y ears away, leagues away, Seregil moaned softly in hisdeep and faint spots of color rosein hispae
cheeks. Inthe dream, llar cameto find him, and he thrilled to the touch of those strong, gentle fingers
agang hischeek.

CHAPTER 15

Tricky Business

ALEC REMAINED CONFINED inthelittle cellar room for four more days. Ahmol brought him
water for washing, took away the chamber pot, and tended the healing skin on Alec’ swrists. Alec tried
to speak with him, but either the man didn’t understand or was under orders not to talk to him.

It might have seemed his new master had forgotten about him, if not for the fact that each morning
Ahmol aso brought him anew book to read, dong with hisfood. They were written in Skalan, mostly
collections of ancient ballads and courtly romances. The tomes were findy bound and well cared for. He
tried to read them, hoping to pass the time more quickly, but his mind often wandered, worrying about
Seregil, and the driving need to find some way to escape. So far nothing had presented itself. The grate
over thetiny window was solidly mortared, and too small to get out of, anyway. Apart from trying to
smother someone with the feather tick or strangle him with aquilt, there was nothing in theway of a
wegpon to be had, and Y hakobin was awayswell attended by burly servants. Asthe achemist had
pointed out, he wasn't the first dave to be held here. And, of course, Y hakobin knew what he was.



The food was ample now, but plain. Each morning he received a generous portion of the samethin,
sweet oat porridge and some fresh bread. The midday meal and supper consisted of more bread, an
apple or some grapes, boiled vegetables, and thick lentil porridge flavored with onions and bay. It was
filling, but he soon longed for abit of meat and cheese. But medl after meal, hewasn't given so much asa
sausage.

All indl, it wasamost baffling sort of captivity.

As hefinished with breskfast on the fourth day, the men who' d dragged him here from the dave
market appeared at the door. One of them held a sturdy chain and lock in his hands, the sort one
tethered a dog with. Both had thick wooden truncheons hanging at their belts.

The one with the chain motioned for Alec to cometo him.

Alec eyed the chain with distaste, but complied. At least he' d get out of this damned room. He stood
gtill, hands at his sides, and let them lock the chain to his collar. The other man thrust ascrap of white
clothinto hishands.

Alec unfolded it and saw that it was asort of handkerchief, with white ribbons sawn to two corners.
The guard glowered expectantly at him, then snatched it back and tied it over Alec’ sface asavall, just
likethe one dl the’faie he'd seen so far had worn. The man adjusted it with afew rough tugs, so that it
covered Alec’ sface completely below the eyes, then gave the chain ajerk and led him out.

Alec wondered if al daveshad to cover their faceslikethis, or just the 'faie.

Hetook careful stock of his surroundings as they passed aong the brick corridors. It was quite a
[abyrinth. His guards led him in the opposite direction from the way he’ d been brought in, and thistime
they passed open wine cdllars and storerooms. After three turns, he was led up another narrow stair. At
thetop lay aproper passageway. There were rushes underfoot, and as they passed more open
doorways Alec caught glimpses of fine rooms decorated with frescoes and mosaics of fish and wild
anmas

They emerged at last into alarge courtyard with a black-and-white mosaic floor. A long, rectangular
pool lay at its center, with sparkling fountains down the center and tatuary on both sides. The house had
two stories, and formed a square around this courtyard. At the far end was alarge archway, and what
appeared to be gardens.

Rooms on the ground floor opened into the courtyard; on the upper, there was apillared gdlery, lined
with doors and windows. Under different circumstances, he' d have found it a beautiful, peaceful place.

Asthey waked past the pool, he glanced through a very wide doorway and saw alarge room
furnished with a heavy dining table with gilded feet shaped like bulls hooves. Therewas alarge bowl of
flowers on astand beside it, and the walls were painted with scenes of groves and harvests. At thefar
end of the room, an enticing open archway overlooked awooded hillsde. Inthe far distance, he could
seethe dark curve of the sea againgt the horizon.

Even thistiny bit of new knowledge gave him hope. If he could get to the coast, he could sted aboat.
His handler gave the chain ajerk as Alec paused, trying to gauge the distance and obstacles.

Asthey continued on toward the far archway he caught a glimpse into aroom where adark-haired
noblewoman sat beside afire with an embroidery hoop. He heard achild's voice and looked up to see
two young, black-haired children on the gallery with avelled woman. Her eyes were grey: another 'faie,
perhaps, and certainly adave. Shelooked away quickly, whispering to her charges.

Asthey neared the archway at the back of the courtyard, Alec caught the scent of meat cooking, so
rich and strong that he paused again, savoring it. Thistime his handler cuffed him on the Sde of the head
and nearly yanked him off hisfeet by the chain.

They passed under the arch and down a short flight of marble stairsinto asmaler courtyard. Thisone
was planted with trees and herbs, dl ripe or gone brown with frost. On the far sde stood along stone
cottage decorated in the same style as the villa. The courtyard wall to the left of it festured alarge,
elaborately carved fountain niche.

Lots of handholds there, thought Alec.

To hisright he saw the entrance to yet another walled courtyard, where alarge centra fountain tinkled

and splashed in abroad white basin.



His guards hurried him across to the cottage and knocked at the door. Ahmol let themiin.

There were no windows, instead, skylights|et in the morning sun, illuminating alarge workshop that
reminded Alec at once of Thero’srooms at the Oréska House. It even smelled just as bad asthey
sometimes did when the wizard made fire chips. amix of hot copper, sulfur, and shit that made his eyes
anart.

The center of the room was dominated by acylindrica brick furnace, which the Oréskawizards called
an athanor. It was about four feet tall, with small windows near the top, through which the flames showed
likeapair of flickering yellow eyes. A big-bellied glass retort sealed with aclay plug sat atop it. Inside,
something that looked like dull green mud bubbled and roiled.

At theleft end of the room, furthest from the door, stood aminiature pavilion painted with rings of
symbols he' d never seen before. The right-hand wall was dominated by abrick forge. An array of iron
tongs and tools hung from hooks next to it, and baskets full of rough stones and thin rods of different
metaswere lined up underneeth these. Smdll ingots of gold and silver lay in neat stacks on ashelf.
Severd small anvilstook up abenchin the corner. A much larger one stood between the forge and the
athanor.

Theremaining walls were lined with bookcases, workbenches, tal cabinets, and polished chestswith
small, carefully labeled drawers. Onetable held a collection of glass vessels on iron stands. Some of
these were very like ones he' d seen Nysander and Thero use. A large glass didtillation vessd was
currently bubbling on atripod over abrazier, haf-full of athick blueliquid. A long snout arched from the
top of the vessdl, guiding drops of condensed steam into awhite crucible.

The largest apparatus was comprised of a pear-shaped clay vessd sitting on aheavy wrought-iron
tripod. A crazy array of thin, curly copper tubes stuck up from thelid like amadwoman’ shair. Some
kind of didtillery, he supposed.

Overhead, hundreds of colorful cloth bags and strings of desiccated animals hung from the ceiling
beams. Therewere frogs, rats, birds, lizards, squirrels, rabbits, and even afew fingerling dragons among
the latter, he saw with a shudder of revulsion. Assorted skins and bones took up table space near an
inner door, which, like the little tent, was covered with strange symbols.

Alec rubbed his smarting eyes. There were other, more familiar instruments scattered about: a set of
brass sextants, alarge brass astrolabe, chisdls, saws.

One of hisguards pulled him over to the large anvil and secured the end of his chain to aheavy ring on
its base. Giving it agood shake to show Alec how strong the lock was, they left him there and went out,
leaving the door to the garden dightly gar.

When Alec was certain they were gone, he went back to his appraisal of the room. Those meta rods
could probably be used as wegpons, and where there was an anvil, there must be hammers. If he could
just smash off the lock before anyone came back-

The chain was about only an arm span long, though, and try as he might, there was nothing within
reach. The anvil wasfar too heavy to drag. Still listening intently, he got down on his hands and knees,
looking for something, anything that he could use on the lock.

The floor was made of wide, bare planks, and he ran his fingers dlong each crevice asfar as he could
reach, hoping to find aloose nail. He'd nearly given up hope when one fingertip snagged on something
sharp. He picked franticaly at it, peding afingernail back in the process, but at last pried out athin metal
needlefileaslong ashishand.

Thank the Lightbearer! He crouched by thelock at the anvil and inspected the keyhole. It waslarge
enough. This could work!

He squeezed his eyes shut for amoment and took a deep breath to steady his nerves, then set to
work. He examined the padlock closdly, looking for any sign of wards or traps. Among those he’ d been
made to practice on, some had holes where spring-primed needles could jab out, coated with some nasty
poison. He saw no signs of those, though, and set about probing ddlicately into the works with the sharp
tip of thefile.

Thelock waslarge and heavy, but of asmple design-probably no more than three tumblersto shift.
Thefilewas acrude pick, but it was enough. One after the other, the tumblers clicked back. Alec pulled



the hasp loose and unhooked the end of the chain.

The sudden sound of clapping startled him so badly he dropped the lock and thefile. Y hakobin stood
in the open doorway, applauding him. Alec hadn't heard him approach. The dchemist wasdressed ina
long, embroidered robe today, and had the short horseman’ s crop tucked under one arm.

“An excdlent demondtration of your taents, Alec,” he said, stepping into the room, followed by the
two guards.

Alec grasped the loose end of the chain in both hands and tried to swing it at the men asthey camefor
him, but they caught him and threw him to the floor. One sat on hisback. The other yanked hisfeet upin
thear and held them together tightly.

“1 guessed that you were clever, but never imagined you' d bethisbrash,” Y hakobin told him. “Under
different circumstances, I’ d reward such a performance. But das.”

The guards held him tighter as Y hakobin brought the crop down hard across the soles of Alec’sbare
feet.

The pain was unbelievable-far worse than the whipping he' d had before. The first stroke stole the
breath from hislungs, and by the third he was screaming. He couldn’t keep count, but just when he
thought he’ d go mad from the pain it stopped.

The men yanked him up to hisknees and held him by the hair and arms. The achemist tossed the crop
asde, then went to one of the tables and picked up atiny glass flask with afunnd-shaped mouth. Using
this, he carefully collected the tears from Alec’s cheeks.

Alec gritted histeeth, hating himsalf for hisweakness and for being such afool asto tip his hand so
eadly. Seregil would never have made such ablunder. He held very ill, keeping his eyes averted until
Y hakobin finished.

“There, nothing wasted,” the a chemist murmured, corking the bottle and setting it aside. “It givesme
no pleasureto discipline you. | do it for your own good. If you actualy had escaped and were caught by
the dave takers, even | could not save you from the axe man’ s block. We have laws here, and they must
be obeyed. | hopein time you will cometo appreciate my leniency. Now, what have you to say to me,
Alec?

Alec drew in ahitching breath and bowed hishead. “I’m sorry | tried to get away. Thank you, I1ban,
for your...kindness”

“Hmm. Someday | will begin punishing you for lying, but for now, that will do.”

The men dragged Alec back to the anvil and secured his chain with anew, larger lock. At Y hakobin's
nod, one of them grasped Alec’ sleft wrist and jerked his hand up. Y hakobin produced the bodkin from
his deeve and pricked Alec sfinger again, as he had that day at the dave market. He performed the
same procedure, collecting adroplet of blood and somehow igniting it. It licked up in along tongue of
dull redfirethistime.

The dchemist murmured something in his own tongue, sounding pleased, then went to atable near the
forge and came back with asmall lead triangle inscribed with symbols of some sort, and fixed with a
amadl bail, like a pendant.

“Youwill sit fill whilel do this” Y hakobin pointed meaningfully at the whip, which lay in easy reach,
then bent and affixed the triangle to Alec’s collar with some wire and aset of pliers.

When that was done, hetook atall, thin flask from arow on a nearby shelf, broke the wax sedl, and
poured out someliquid into asiiver begker.

“Youwill drink this. Every drop,” he ordered, holding it out to Alec.

“What isit?" he demanded without thinking.

Y hakobin dapped him, hard.

Alec clamped hislipstight together and kept his eyes averted.

“Drink.” The cup wasthrust under his nose. The contents looked like plain water.

“Please, |Iban, what isit?’ Alec braced for another blow.

“Don’t turn up your nose @t it, boy. That is Tincture of Lead, and noblemen have paid agreat ded for
gamaller dosesthan this”

“Why?llban,” he added hadtily, still suspicious and not inclined to believe him. Who would pay to



drink something as common as lead?

“Itisthefirst step of your purification. It drives out foul humors. Drink, Alec, or | will whip you again.”

The achemist held the cup to hislips and the man holding Alec’ s head pulled it back by the hair,
making it hard to keep his mouth shut. Y hakobin tipped some of the tincture between his parted lipsand
it seeped through his clenched teeth. It had afaintly metallic taste and was oily againgt histongue. Alec
gagged and tried to turn his head away.

Y hakobin gave another curt order. Alec was thrown down on his back, and aleather funnel was
forced between histeeth to the back of histhroat. The achemist pinched Alec’s nose shut with one hand
and poured the rest of the draught into the funnel with the other. Alec had to swallow or choke.

“There now, was that redly worth a second beating?’ Y hakobin asked.

“No, please!l” Alec gasped, but men held him down and the achemist gave him five more lashes
acrossthe soles.

Alec managed to hold back his criesthistime, but the pain was even worse asthe crop fell on already
swollen flesh. Hewas panting harshly through histeeth by the time they dragged him up to hisknees.

“That isdl for today. | will see you the day after tomorrow in the morning, Alec, and you will be given
another draught. | suggest you remember the lessons of today.”

His guards pulled him to hisfeet and Alec choked back acry of pain. His feet were swollen from the
beating and burned like fire. They laughed asthey hoisted him by the arms and dragged him from the
room.

By the time they reached the cellar tairway he was beginning to fed queasy, and by the time they
reached his cdl, hisbowe s were boiling and histhroat wasfilled with bile. He barely made it to the dop
bucket before erupting at both ends.

The bastard did poison me! he thought in despair as spasm after excruciating spasm ripped through
him. What a shameful way to die.

Hedidn't die, but ended up sprawled shuddering on the floor, one cheek pressed to the cool bricks.
Ahmol appeared soon after and quickly cleaned up the mess, carrying awvay the muck. Alec wastoo
wesk to resst or care when the man returned with abasin and cleaned him, then dragged him onto his
pallet and threw the quilts over him.

“IIban say, thisgood,” Ahmol told himin halting Skaan.

“Thisis not good!” Alec groaned.

Aleclay there panting and curaing Y hakobin for aliar asthe servant finished doing whatever he was
doing across the room. Raising his hand to his collar, Alec gripped the strange amulet-for he guessed it
was something of the sort-and tugged weakly at it. It was warm to the touch and bent easily between his
fingers

Ahmol was suddenly there and pulled Alec’s hand away, shaking his head. For thefirst time, Alec saw
the dave brand on the man’ s forearm. 1t seemed he' d been right about the veils. Only 'faie daveswore
them.

The other dave patted his shoulder and said something in his own language, probably urging him to
deep. Alec curled up on hisside and redlized hefdlt alittle better. Perhaps he' d purged whatever poison
the achemist had fed him. The thought gave him some satisfaction as he drifted into an unhappy doze.

He dept deeply that night and dreamed that Seregil was somewhere outside, caling for him. In the
dream, the cell door opened at atouch and no guard stopped him as Alec stole cautioudy out into the
courtyard. The place was deserted, slent save for the sound of the fountains. He could still hear Seregil
caling but couldn’t tell where he was. His voice seemed to come from dl sides at once.

Hewokein aswesat. The call was dark and silent. Throwing an arm across hisface, he dept again,
caught in the same frustrating dream.

CHAPTER 16



Kindnessof Kindred

ALEC WOKE FEELING exhausted and achy, with no appetite for his morning porridge, even though
it smelled of honey and nutmeg today.

Must be my reward for surviving the night, he thought sourly, turning hisback on it.

They left him aonethat day, and he spent most of it deeping. When nature forced him up to the dop
bucket, he could bardly walk, hisfeet were so swollen and sore. By evening he felt well enough to eat the
bean soup and bread Ahmol brought him. He sat awake in the dark afterward, unable to deep.

It was maddening, having nothing to do, and unable to see anything except alittle patch of moonlit sky
through the bars. He prayed in earnest, softly singing songsto Dana, his cradle patron, and wondered if
the Maker listened to him anymore, after so many yearsfollowing lllior. All the same, it left him feding a
little better.

* k% %

The guards came for him after breakfast the next morning. They thrust him into aclean wool robe and
marched him upstairs on bruised feet to begin the whole nasty procedure again.

Just as before, he was chained to the anvil and |eft alone. The glass vessals were empty today, the
braziersdl cold, but ametalic smell hung over the room, underscored by other odors he did not
recognize.

Thistime he knelt where they left him and didn’t move until Y hakobin entered.

“Being agood felow today, | see” the dchemist said, amiling that placid smile of his. “How areyou
feding?’

“You- | wasunwell, after that draught you gave me,” Alec managed, then added a hasty “IIban.”

“That’ sgood. Tincture of Lead does have apurgative effect. Y our finger, please.”

Knowing what would happen if he balked, he held out his hand. Y hakobin took the blood and this
timeit burned amuch brighter red.

Alec blinked at the brief flash of color and resisted the urge to ask questions. The achemist was
clearly pleased.

Y hakobin removed the lead amulet and replaced it with another that looked like lead but was lighter
againgt Alec’sthroat, with black symbolsincised onit. The guards held Alec’ s head as 'Y hakobin poured
something into the silver cup.

“Thisis Tincture of Tin,” Y hakobin told him, holding the cup down where he could seeintoit. “The
effects are quite different. | do not think you will find them unpleasant. It isonly atonic, to purify the
blood.”

Thistincture looked exactly like the last draught to Alec. Before he could stop himsalf, he jerked back,
kicking Y hakobin by accident. The contents splattered across the front of the man’s dark robe.

Y hakobin looked more resigned than angry as he nodded to the guards. Thistimethey held Alec
down over abench and Y hakobin whipped the backs of his bare thighs. It was bad, but nothing like the
beating of hisfeet. He didn’'t make a sound thistime, and he didn’t cry.

When it was over they held him down and jammed the hated funnel between hisjaws. Thisnew
tincture burned asit went down and warmed hisbelly like Zengati brandy. The feding perssted ashe
was dragged back to his cell, but thistime the only effect it had on him was a heavy lethargy. He couldn’t
keep his eyes open. Giving up, he collapsed on his bed and wrapped a hand around the new amulet. As
he dipped into adaze, it occurred to him that this one was once again probably of the same meta asthe
tincture. It made no senseto him, this use of metals, but clearly there was somemagictoit.

He dept deeply dl day and into the night, rousing only when a servant brought him water and abland
vegetable broth to drink. Though still groggy, he roused enough to redlize that it was a different person
than the usud guards or Ahmol leaning over him.

“Hello, little brother. Are you awake?’



Thisman was Aurénfaie, with along braid of dark hair. Alec lurched up and reached for him, thinking
it was Seregil, cometo free him at lagt, but as his eyes adjusted to the light of the small lantern the
stranger had brought, he saw that this man was older, and that his eyes were hazel-colored, like Nya's,
rather than Seregil’ s clear grey. Could this be the dave who' d been with Y hakobin at the market? He
hadn’t been able to tell the color of that man’s eyes.

“Novell,” Alec mumbled, blinking, as hetried to wake up.

The dave held up asquare of lace-trimmed linen and winked at him. “Promise not to tell? | thought
you could do with the sight of afriendly face.”

Alec managed awan smile as he caught sight of the collar the man wore. It was thin and polished, very
much like his own, but was made of gold, or gilded. “Thank you. You'rethe onel saw at the market,
aen'tyou?’

“Yes” hewhispered, holding acup of water to Alec’slips and helping him drink. “[lban thought the
presence of another ’faie might reassure you. My nameis Khenir.”

Hewore adave slong, deeveessrobe, but hiswas made of fine dark wool, with bands of white
embroidering at the neck. Glancing down, Alec saw that he wore wide golden bracelets, too. The dave
brand on his forearm was old and faded, like Ahmal’s.

Khenir pressed a cool hand to Alec’ s brow. “How are you fedling?’

“Sotired,” Alec mumbled, still thick-tongued from the draught but determined to stay awake and talk
to thisman. “What clan are you?’

Khenir shook his head sadly. “If you knew how long it has been since anyone asked methat! | was
from Taria clan, aminor family in the south, near Datsa And you?’

Alec sat up and rubbed at hisfaceto clear hishead. “No clan. I'mya shel, from-" He paused,
catching himsdf. He wanted to trust this man, but he couldn’t et himsdlf forget that hewasjust adave,
owned by the same man, and possibly loya to him. Alec had made enough stupid blunders dready.
“From Skaa”

Khenir pointed at Alec’ sleft earlobe. “ Y ou didn't get that dragon bitein Skala”

“I've been to Aurénen,” Alec admitted. “ But my father was Tir.”

“Ah. Drink somemore. You need it,” Khenir urged, placing the cup of broth in hishands. “I’ ve never
known Ilban to purchase a haf-breed before. He susudly so particular.”

“Why’sthat?’ Alec asked, between sips of broth. His belly growled, hungry for more substantia fare.

“The high-ranking men of Plenimar prefer pure blood in their daves, just asthey do with their horses
and hunting dogs,” Khenir whispered, more resigned than bitter. “The ya shel usudly go to merchants
households, or the brothels, or get sold off to the countryside as farm labor. Y ou' re very lucky.”

That was amatter of opinion. “ Arethere othersin the house? | saw aveiled woman.”

“A few. That's Rhania, the children’ snurse.” Hetook the empty cup from Alec and gave him one
filled with water. “ Y ou'reto drink this, and this.” He held up awooden pitcher. “1lban means you no
harm, but his purifications can be abit hard on the body.”

“Isthat redly dl thisis?” Alec fingered the amulet at histhroat. Khenir's collar was unadorned.

“Don’t worry. llban would never harm you.”

“Oh, redlly? Have alook at my feet.”

“That was just abeating. We' ve dl had those. But I1ban isvery kind, as masters go. Now let me tend
your brands.”

Alec held out hisarm and Khenir untied the bandage. The burn was hedling clean, and quickly. There
was hardly any redness around the scab. “1’'m starving. Doesn't Y hakobin ever give his daves meat?’

Khenir gave him awarning look. “ Even between the two of us, you must refer to Ilban by histitle.
Wheat if someone were to overhear? Asfor meat?” Khenir shook hishead. “You' readave, Alec, so
you' d haveto please llban agreat dedl to get any of that. | can’t think thelast time | tasted any. They
think it kegpsusdocile”

Alecdidn’'t fed docile yet, just resentful and hungry.

Khenir dabbed an aromatic salve on the burn. “ They have many ways of taming us, little brother.
They'vemade an art of it. | hear it sworgt for those with manifested powers.”



“I’m safe, then. That dop pail has moremagicto it than | do. | suppose| should beglad. A daveon
the ship showed me the scars where he' d been whipped. And gelded. At least they didn’t do that to me.”

Khenir carefully worked the bandage away from Alec'sleg. This one had seeped and the wrappings
had stuck to the scab. “Not yet,” he murmured.

“What do you mean, ‘ not yet’ ? He told me he wouldn’t!”

Khenir shrugged. “Perhaps |Iban meansto breed you, then, or sell you when he' sthrough with you.
Intact young daves often fetch a better price”

Alec pondered that uneesily. “He said it's my blood he wants.”

“Wadl, llban isan dchemig, after dl. It must be something to do with that.”

He leaned forward to work at the soiled leg bandage and his tunic pulled back from one shoulder,
revealing the faded white stripes of lash marks, just like the ones Alec had seen on the’ faie aboard the
daver ship.

“Did he do that to you?’ asked Alec.

“Oh, no! Ilbanisnot my first master.”

“Y ou fought back, too, didn’'t you?’

“For dl thegood it did.”

“And did they-?" Still rocked by what Khenir had implied, he glanced down at the other man'slap
before he could help himsdlf.

Khenir looked up sharply. “You never ask adavethat! Do you understand? Never!”

“I'm sorry. | spoke without thinking.”

Khenir sighed and went back to work. “Y ou're new to all this. Sometimes | forget what that' slike.
I’ve been here avery long time, you see.”

“I’'msorry,” Alec said again, feding miserable. Khenir’ s reaction was answer enough.

“Drink your water.”

Neither spoke as Khenir finished with the bandaging and gathered up the soiled linen strips and empty
cups.

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” Alec ventured, as Khenir stood and fastened the lace-trimmed vell
across hisface. “ Do you haveto go?’

The man leaned down and stroked his hair. Without thinking, Alec closed his eyes and leaned into the
touch; it felt like years since anyone had touched him with anything like kindness.

Khenir smiled sadly and trailed his fingers down Alec’s cheek. “I'll be back as soon asit’salowed, |
promise. Just do asyou'retold. It will be better for you if you do, and perhaps I1ban will give you more
freedomin the house”

He went out and took the candle with him. Alec groped in the dark for the pitcher. Thetincture had
left him thirgty.

More freedom, eh? Alec pulled the quilts up to hischin. A little moonlight found itsway through the
grate, and he could see the white puff of hisbreath onthe air.

He knew he shouldn’t get his hopes up too much, but Khenir had unwittingly given him agreet ded of
useful information. Therewere at least two others like him here, and if he could lull “1lban” into giving him
the run of the house, as Khenir and the nurse evidently had, then sooner or later he could find away to
escape. Given the very real possibility of having his balls cut off, sooner would be better. So, he
reasoned, he' d play the good dave and take the tinctures, and use every opportunity he had to learn the
layout of the house. But he'd have to be very careful. Y hakobin had made it clear that he knew too much
of Alec’spast to befooled easlly.

Burrowing down into the deeper warmth of the quilts, he kissed his pam and pressed it to his heart.
Keep well, tali, and don’t think I’ ve forgotten you. I’ll get out of here and I’ll find you, no matter
what it takes.

As hedrifted off to deep, hoping for dreams of Seregil, it occurred to him to wonder what had
happened to the other daves Khenir had aluded to, the ones their master preferred.



CHAPTER 17

Kind Words. Bad News.

“HABA?

Cool fingersand Adzriel’ s scent brought Seregil close to the surface of waking again. He dreamed of
her face, sometimes smiling and kind as she amost always had been, during the years she’'d raised him.
But in other dreams he was a child again, standing before the judges at Sarikdi with blood on histunic,
and she was weeping.

And dwaysthat pet name-Haba, “little black squirrel”-whispered closeto hisear. Adzrid had caled
him that first, and then only the oneswho loved him-hisfriends, Kheeta, hissgers...

Another, too.

Haba, come back to us.

Haba, wake up.

Wake...

“Areyou avake at last? Open your eyes and show me.” A woman' svoice, speeking in Aurénfaie.

Seregil et out asoft groan as someone lightly dapped his cheek. “Myadri, don't. Sick.”

“Wake up, now. Y ou must drink something.”

Consciousness returned dowly. At first he was aware only of atremendous heaviness, then that scent,
and of how hard it wasto open his eyes. Something cool and moist passed across his eydids, then his
brow and cheeks. Someone was washing hisface.

“Adzrie?’ It came out afaint, cracked whisper. His mouth was so dry, and histongue fdlt thick.
“Where-?’

Hedidn’t recal reaching Bokthersa. Something had happened...

“Open your eyes, young son.”

Young son? It wassad in theforma style, rather than familia. Hisgummy lids parted at last and he
found himsdlf in acurtained bed in adimly lit room. A candle burned somewhere beyond the bed curtains
and someone sat beside the bed, adark shape, with no visible face. A scrap of memory stirred-a dark,
faceless shape lurching at him, ahorrid, rotting stench...

Adra gorgos!

But there was nothing but the scent of wax here, and the faintest whiff of Adzrid’s perfume il
lingering inthe air. Too weak to reach out or even turn his head, he blinked up at the woman, needing to
hear afriendly voice.

“Ah, that’ s better.” A woman, certainly, but not any of hisssters.

“Where- 7" he asked, his voice araw whisper.

“Hush, now, and stay till. You've beenterribly ill.” As sheleaned forward and brought a horn spoon
to hislips, his saw that shewas very old. A long white braid hung over one shoulder, and what he could
see of her face above an embroidered veil was lined with age.

Cool sweet water trickled over his parched tongue and he swallowed eagerly, though it hurt likefire.
He opened his mouth for more.

The faded blue eyes above the veil crinkled at the corners, revealing her hidden smile. “ There now, a
little more. Sowly though. We didn't think you' d live, young son.”

“Who didn’'t?" he rasped between sips.

She just shook her head a bit as she gave him more water.

“My sgter,” hetried again, thinking she might be abit deaf. 1 thought-"

“Adzrid, isit?'Y ou caled on her more than once. That'syour sster?’

“Isshe here?’ He hadn’t dreamed her scent. He could still smell it.

“No, and be thankful for that,” she replied, shaking her head.

“What? Please, tdl mewherel am,” Seregil begged.

“In the house of our master, of course.” Age-knotted fingers soleto asilvery circlet at her withered



throat. Then Seregil noticed the faded round brand on her forearm.

“You'readave?

“Of course. Asareyou.” She reached out and tapped something around his neck.

“What isthat?’ he demanded, though he aready had a pretty good idea.

“Y our collar, young son. Y ou're adave now, no different than the rest of us. Seeing the size of that
dragon mark on your hand, I’'m surprised you ended up here. Maybe the luck of it ran out, en?” Sherose
dowly and stepped away from the bed. “Rest now. I’ [l bring you something to egt in alittle while.”

“No, wait. Please!” He heard the soft sound of adoor closing.

Frustrated and confused, he stared helplesdy up at the dark canopy over the bed. He had to gather his
wits, and soon!

But it was so hard. Hefdt duggish, drugged. The struggle to think made him short of bregth, asif he
were climbing amountain rather than lying flat on hisback.

He d been deathly ill, she'd said, and he certainly felt likeit. Hisbody hurt dl over, and there were
spots of astronger, throbbing pain on the underside of hisright forearm, and on the back of hisleft caf
where it rested againgt the shests.

Sheets? Hiswandering mind veered of its own volition. He flexed the fingers of one hand and felt
smooth linen and the give of a soft mattress. What dave was given this sort of bed? Had the veiled
woman been lying? Had he misunderstood?

But no, he remembered that much from the ship-rough, grasping hands, then pain and the smdll of his
own flesh being seared, cutting through thefog of illness.

“Fucking hell! Fucking, rotting balls of hell!” he whispered helplesdly.

Hewastucked in tightly under heavy quilts. It took al the strength he could muster to dowly work his
right arm free. There, black againgt the pale underside of hisforearm, was asmal, scabbed brand in the
shape of the letter S He reached up and touched the meta collar around his neck. It was about afinger's
width in thickness, the metal rounded and very smooth.

“Auralllugri!” Helet hisarm fdl and closed his eyes, fighting down arush of nauseaas more
fragmented memories seeped back.

The ambush. The smell. The shock of seeing the hideous black dra gorgos bearing down on him. How
could such an abomination appear on Aurénfaie soil? It could only mean that one of their attackers had
been a necromancer; no one e'se could summon the unclean things.

And screaming. He was certain he remembered someone screaming.

“Alec!” Real panic set in then, and he managed to rai se his head enough to see that there was no one
elsein the bed, and no sight of anyone elsein what he could see of the room.

He'd cdled out for hissster, but not histaimenios? Panting, Sick, and overwhelmed with guilt, hefell
back againgt the pillow astearswelled in the corners of hiseyes.

Screaming. Who had been screaming? Was it Alec? Was he dead, like dl the others?

No! hetold himsdf fiercely. No, I’ d know. I’d remember that!

Y et try as he might, he couldn’t be certain, any more than he could summon the memory of what had
followed.

The daver' smark was al he had to go on, and that was the worst possible news, for there were only
two places he could be right now: in Plenimar, or in Zengat.

And yet for daversto venture so far inland on Aurénen soil was unheard of in that part of the country.
And what would they be doing with a necromancer?

Hetried again to move, but the last of his strength had deserted him. As consciousness fled, however,
asudden redlization followed him down into the darkness.

“Betrayed!” he mumbled to the empty room. “Phoria, I'll see you dead!”

CHAPTER 18



Caged Doubts

FOR THE FIRST few days, Seregil didn’t have the strength to get away even if they’ d left the door
open for him. Instead, he had to settle for aternating between fretting over what could have become of
Alec and making what observations he could make from his bed.

From what little he could recall from the ship, his captors had probably placed some sort of magical
ward on him, and apparently he’ d had hisusua reaction to it. His skin was till sdllow and he'd lost a
cons derable amount of weight. His belly was sunken and his ribs were more prominent than usud. The
magic had eaten into his muscles, too, and his arms looked thin. In addition to the brands, he had sores
and scabs over agood part of hisbody. The old woman had been right in thinking he' d nearly died.

He had no way of knowing what the collar around his neck looked like, or was made of, but it was
very hard metal. At least it wasn't magicked. He wouldn’t be fedling aswell ashewasif it had been.

Despite hisdire sSituation, he was glad to be clean and comfortable. Even hishair and nails had been
nestly trimmed. He knew better than to mistake thisfor kindness on the part of whoever had bought him,
but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy it for now. It was certainly better than the condition he' d beenin,
and it gave him achance to start recovering his sirength.

Judging by the dant of light through the window, and the dice of blue sky he could see, he guessed that
his room was on an upper floor. It was asurprisngly fine chamber for adave. Though sparsdy furnished
with abed and aheavy armchair by the hearth, the walls were panel ed with polished wood; here and
there the patina showed lighter in places where some hanging or furniture had been removed. The stout
door was locked from the outside and no one camein except for the old woman. He caught a glimpse of
an armed man at the door whenever she entered.

He dept agreat deal and thrashed through nightmares of the ambush-dreamsin which Alec lay dead
on the ground with the others. He woke trembling and swesting, sick with not knowing whether it wasa
memory or aphantasm created by hisfears.

Interspersed with these dark dreams were others, more snippets and flashes of his own past-of
Adzriel and eventsfrom his childhood, before he' d been banished. Some were clear, othersjumbled and
confused, with only theimpression of gentle handstouching him. At times they were innocent and he
thought it must be hissigter, but at others those hands roamed over his body, stirring hisflesh and making
him ache for more. No matter how hetried, he could not see who his dream lover was. He woke from
thesefeding sick in adifferent way, and strangdly guilty.

The old woman cameto him severa times each day, bringing him food and helping him bathe. He was
kept to milk and bread, and thin broths, but the servings were generous and he ate everything offered, in
order to gain his strength back. But it was afrustrating battle and his body was dow to mend.

His nurse was a hard one to draw out. She was kind to him in her way while he was wesk, but grew
more shy and nervous as he regained his strength. He kept at her not only because she was hisonly link
outside thisroom but because it distracted him from hisfears.

With some charm and persistence, he learned that her name was Zorid and that she'd beena
possession of “the master’s” family for generations, since shewas ayoung girl. She couldn’t even
remember the name of her clan. Looking into those faded blue eyes, he saw no spirit there, only
long-ingrained resignation and lingering traces of fear. She spoke of the “ master” with reverence but
refused to tell Seregil anything of him, not even hisname.

“I daren't,” she said, nervoudy fingering the worn metal band at her throat.

Seregil didn’t press her but ingtead tried to get a sense of the household and whether there were any
other 'faiethere.

“A few,” shetold him, eyes going vague. “But I’'m not to talk to you about that, either. Please, don't
ask any more, young son. It'snot for meto say.”

“Please, just one more question,” Seregil said, taking her hands. Her fingers were bent and chapped
by years of hard work. “Isthere ayoung man with long blond hair here? He d have arrived the sametime
| did, most likely asadave. Please, old mother, he' sdear to me, and | don’'t even know if he'sdive.”

“I’'veseen no onelikethat.” She pulled free and began gathering up the day’ s soiled linens and empty



dishes. “You'rethe only new dave | know of, and you're my only concern. | don’t know what the
master will say when | tdll him of all your questions! It’s not proper for adaveto act so, and the sooner
you know that, the better!”

“I’'madow learner,” he muttered, feding tired and sulky.

She shook her head sadlly. “Then you'll find yourself at the wrong end of the whip soon enough.”

“Didn’'t you ever try to get avay?’

Thiswas met with alook of blank incomprehension. “Get away? Where would | go?’

Seregil positioned himsalf for agood |ook out the door as she went out. Y es, the door was most
certainly under guard, but only by one man. A few more days, he promised himself, and he would be
strong enough to fight hisway ot.

But after three days, he was only just strong enough to leave hisbed for alittle while and limp dowly
about the room. When Zoriel brought him a soft woolen robe to wear, he noticed that she seemed
distracted.

“Is something wrong, old mother?”

“Getting above himsdf, the scoundrel,” she muttered, then began fussing over him as she helped him
over to the chair by the window.

“Whois?

“That’ sno concern of yours,” she snapped, tucking ablanket over him.

Seregil spent the morning there, glad to have something to look at besides these four walls.

Ashe' d guessed, he was on an upper floor. There wereiron bars over the casement on theinside, set
in new mortar. The window was thickly leaded and glazed. Peering out through the rippled panes, he
could see part of asmal garden courtyard with afountain in the middle and a pillared colonnade. A
nobleman with dark hair walked there for awhile, and later, apair of small children appeared with a
dark-haired woman with aveil over the lower part of her face. Another dave, no doulbt.

“Y ou don’t want to tire yourself out, your first day up,” Zoriel scolded when she returned with his
midday med. “Back to bed with you now!”

Seregil wasn't about to argue. He' d used up what strength he possessed just sitting up. Hislegswere
dangeroudly wobbly as he crossed the short distance to the bed. He played up the weakness for her
benefit, and even went so far asto beg her to feed him his soup. She clucked her tongue at him, but his
request must have pleased her, for her old eyes were kind as she spooned it into him. Shewas less
fearful when he seemed weak, he guessed.

Seeking to capitalize on her good mood, he finished off the soup and bread, then asked, “ Y ou’'ve
never told me the master’ s name. Why isthat?’

He caught aflash of the distaste he d noted that morning as she sniffed and replied, “1 haven't been
told to tell you.” She dabbed a bit of broth from his cheek with anapkin.

“Wadl, | wish I knew whom to thank.” He sighed happily, folding hisarms behind hishead. “1 knew
worse accommodations when | was free. Does the master treet al hisdaveslikethis?’

“No,” shetold him curtly, and that curtain of fear came down between them again.

Trying adifferent tack, he gave her asad look. “I’'m not asking you to disobey any orders, but it eats
at me day and night, wondering what my fate’' sto be.” He dropped his gaze and let hisvoice fdter alittle
as he plucked at the metal collar. “I’m scared, old mother, if truth betold. And dl this, it just makesme
more fearful. Why would he be treating me so well, unless he meant mefor-" He managed a convincing
grimace. “For hisbed. Ishelike that?”

“Him?" She scowled and shook her head. “That wouldn’t be for meto say, evenif | knew. Here,
finish your own bread and leave the tray on thefloor. I’ ve taskswaiting.” She went to the door, but
paused before knocking for the guard. “ Savor your leisure while you can, young son. You'll soon learn
that, in our way of life”

Seregil mulled over her words as he finished the last of the bread. At best, this nameless master of hers
must be dtrict in hisways, a the worst? That remained to be seen.

Hetried to rest, but his thoughts turned to Alec and set his heart pounding uncomfortably in his chest.
He got out of bed again and made hisway dowly back to the window. Swesating and winded, he



collgpsed into the chair and rested hisarms on the sill.

It appeared to be aformal courtyard. There were no stables or workshops, just neatly planted beds
laid out between paths made of something very white-stones or shells, probably-around the fountain. He
couldn’t see agate from thisangle, but guessed that if he did somehow manage to get out through the
window and down to the ground without bresking hislegs, he' d till have to make hisway through the
house or go up awall and over the roof. He wasn't capable of either just yet.

Of course, that all turned on how he was going to get out. The window was not an option-the bars
were solidly set and too closdly spaced even for someone as dim as he to wiggle through. The window
casement was nailed shut, and the glass was so thick he couldn’t even hear the splashing of the fountain.

Hefelt stronger the next day, and as soon as Zorid |eft him aone after breskfast, he made adow
circuit of the room, looking for anything he'd missed so far. He didn’t much careif anyone knew. Deep
down, some rebellious part of his nature hoped word would get back to “Magter.”

It took adiscouragingly long timeto finish looking under the bed and between the floorboards for
something he could use asatool or aweapon, but he forced himsdf to finish. There had to be something,
anything that would be of use!

But he found nothing. “Asif he'sgoing to leave aknife under the bed for me, or ahank of rope,” he
muttered, dumped in an exhausted hegp by the door. All he had to work with was awooden pitcher,
which might do in apinch, once he was strong enough to swing it. Zoriel didn’t even leave the chamber
pot in the room. He had to ask for that-a humiliating necessity-and she took it away when he was done.

Hefingered the collar again. It was getting to be a habit. He d found where it was riveted shut, but the
seam wastight, with no play init at al. No surprise, there.

The bed was too sturdy to pull apart. The mattress was a heavy one, stuffed with straw and fegthers.
He dragged himsdf into bed and rammed an ineffectud fist into the sngle pillow he was dlowed. That
wouldn’t make much of awesgpon, ether, unless he wanted his kegpersto laugh themsalves to desth.

You' ve got me well and truly penned, whoever you are! hethought, twisting a corner of the pillow
between nervous fingers. He didn’t know much about how the Plenimarans treated their daves, but he
was convinced that this Situation was unusud. If not for the brands on his skin, he' d have guessed he'd
been taken instead for aransom.

Not that there' s anyone left in Rhiminee who' d pay to have me back.

Defeated for now, he closed his eyes and tried instead to summon some new memory of the capture
or the sea passage, hoping for some sign that he' d seen Alec dive after the dra’ gorgos attack.

And gill, nothing more cameto him. He' s not dead! I’ d know if he was dead. I’ d fedl it! Thethought
consumed him. The talimenios bond ran deep between them, ajoining of souls; I’d know if that was
broken!

He clung to that, but the cold black fear crept back anyway. Curled up under the warm bedclothes,
clean and safe for now, guilt overwhelmed him. Everyone in that ambush had been targeted for
desath-everyone but him. Oh tali! If you were killed, because of me...

“Damnation!” He hurled the pillow at the door in impotent rage, then lurched out of bed and threw the
pitcher after it. It bounced ineffectualy off the door, oraying water everywhere, and landed back at his
feet, mocking him. He kicked it across the room, hardly noticing the flash of pain as he cut one bare toe
on the handle, and staggered across the room to pound on the door.

“Show yoursdf!” heydled. “Tdl mewhy I’'m here, you coward! Let me out of here, you pus-dripping
horse prick!”

Hisonly answer was the thump of afist from outside and the muffled sound of someone laughing at
him.

“Bastard!” Seregil did down thewall with hishead in his hands and choked back a sob. “Dirty
bastards!”

Alecis not dead!

He could be.

No, he' s not; he's not!

I might never know...



Weak, scared, and frustrated beyond al telling, he pressed both hands over his mouth and cried.
CHAPTER 19

An Unexpected Reward

ALEC SINTERACTION WITH Y hakobin followed an unchanging pattern. Every other day hewas
taken out to the workshop and his amulet was changed to one corresponding to the tincture given. Every
moment he was out of his cell he watched for an opportunity to get away, but so far it had been
impossible. He was kept under close watch every moment he was out of hiscell. If this continued, he'd
be forced to make a bresk for it from one of the courtyards and hope for [uck.

The one between the main house and the alchemist’ s workroom appeared to be the best bet, and he'd
memorized every tree, rough bit of stone, and vine. Thewall fountain was very promising, as wasthe
thick climbing rosethat grew up the side of the workshop. It would tear the skin from his hands and feet
for sure, but that would be asmall priceto pay.

The dchemist had seemed very pleased when, the day after he' d spoken with Khenir, Alec began
accepting the silver cup without afight. The tin amulet was exchanged for one of iron, then one of
copper.

Y hakobin hadn’t bothered with the blood flame spell for severa days, and today was no exception.
As soon as Alec downed thetincture, the achemist motioned to the guards and went to the forge.

“Ilban? May | ask aquestion?’ Alec asked quickly asthe men closed in on him.

Surprised, Y hakobin turned back to him. “What isit?’

“That dave cdled Khenir saysthisisapurification. Please, 11ban, what isit you are purifying out of
me?

“Hetold you that, did he? Well, no matter.” Y hakobin chuckled as he turned and tossed the used
amulet into the forge. “It’snothing you'll miss, | assure you. Here, | have anew book for you, areward
for your good behavior.”

Alec accepted the volume with ahumble nod, and his guardsled him away.

And so the days went: one to himself, and the next back to the workshop. The copper amulet was
changed for one of something Y hakobin caled sophic mercury, and he was made to drink Tincture of
Quicksilver. Thisone tasted especidly foul, and cramped hisbdly alittle, but even so, he found hewas
feding remarkably well in spite of his Stuation and the wretchedly bland food. His mind was wonderfully
clear, and he fdt stronger, even with thelack of mest.

He' d hoped to see Khenir again, but that day passed as usud, with no sign of him. With nothing else
to do, he perused the new book. This one was a history of the coming of the first Hierophant. Plenimar
had been his seat of power, according to thiswriter, and Skala had broken away, waging war unjustly to
gain control of al the Three Lands, and the sacred ide of Kouros.

Alec read hdf of it out of sheer boredom, and then paced his cdll restlessly, listening to the mundane
noises from outside and wishing desperately he was out there. He' d happily work in the kitchen or split
firewood, just for something to do!

Thefollowing day was just like the last. He was too restless to read, and instead spent the afternoon
pacing and performing some strengthening exercises Seregil had taught him during the long winter months
they’ d spent in the cabin. He' d need to befit when it came time to run. Without knowing it, the dchemist
was preparing him well for that, he thought with asmile. How pleasant it would be to thank him at the
point of aknife.

As he dropped into a crouch, preparing to practice his legps, the dant of light across the bottom of the
door caught his eye. There was something scratched into the wood, visible only from thisangle. At first
glanceit looked like lines of random marks, but on closer ingpection, he saw that it was writing and most
of itin Aurénfaie. Hehad to lie on hisbelly to read it, with hisbody at a dant so as not to block the light.



The lettering was crude, amost unreadable, and Alec wondered whether the author had lain here, at
the end of his strength, and what he had used to write with. He traced the line of scratcheswith afinger
to find the beginning and read: * Mdiis, son of Koris.” Just below it, he found another name that made his
heart skip abest: it read Smply “Khenir, without hope.” And at the corner of the pandl, another: “Ulia,
daughter of Ponia, my cursebeon...”

This one was unfinished. Were you interrupted, he wondered, or did you just give up?

He searched the bottom of the door and found over a dozen more such inscriptions, some with names,
others anonymous expressions of fear, grief, and despair. Severa of the curses mentioned Y hakobin by
name. In other places, there were tiny crescent moons, Aura s symbol, incised with afingernail.

Here are the others, those who came before me, but where are they now? Why are Khenir and
the children’s nurse the only ones lft?

Hefound aclear spot and used his thumbnail to inscribe a crescent moon, and his own name: Alec,
son of Amasa. He sat back, sucking his sore thumb. It had been an impulse, to add his name, but he
suddenly wished he hadn’t. Those listed there, save Khenir, had dl disappeared, their fates unknown.
Wasthishisfae, aswdl?

His dreamswere wild that night-all battles and killing and running through dark forests. He even
dreamed of escaping and finding Seregil. In the dream, he stole through the house in the dark, checking
door after door and finding them locked, until at last one upstairs opened and there was Seregil, waiting
for him with open arms and that bel oved crooked grin. Alec ran to him, but woke before they could
touch. The dream had been so vivid that he lay awake for along time, heart pounding, sunk in renewed
despair. If he disappeared here, like those others, Seregil would never know what happened to him.
He' d be nothing more than aname on the door, lost in the shadows of this wretched little room.

Therewasabrief deay at Y hakobin’s door the following morning. When the guardsfinaly led him
insde, he saw that the alchemist was not alone. A very tall bearded man dressed in ared surcoat stood
by thelittle painted tent at the far end of the room. His eyeswere black and hard, and he fixed Alec with
asharp look as hetook hisusud place near the anvil. The stranger spoke with Y hakobin for amoment,
looking at Alec al the while. When they werefinished, Y hakobin turned to Alec and smiled.

“You arelooking very wel! Let me have my drop first.” Y hakobin wasin unusudly high spirits today
and Alec wondered if it had anything to do with the mysterious visitor.

Alec held out hisfinger, uncomfortably aware of the stranger’ sintense gaze.

Y hakobin pricked it and repeated the blood spell. Thistime the flame burned avivid blue and lasted
for some moments. He spoke to the visitor again, obvioudly pleased.

Apparently satisfied, the other man bowed and took hisleave.

“Excdlent! Better even than I’d dared hope,” said Y hakobin.

Alec wasn't sureif he wasreferring to the color of the blood flame or hisvisitor’ sreactiontoiit. “If |
may, llban, who was that man?’

“That, my young friend, was Duke Theris Urghan, cousin to and legate of his Mgesty, the Overlord.
He was hereinquiring after my progresswith you. And | must say, | was ableto give him avery good
report.” Hetook Alec’s chin between hisfingers and inspected hisface closdly, turning it thisway and
that. “Oh yes, much better than expected. And | daresay you' re feding quite well, too.”

The dchemigt’ s dation made Alec nervous. What wasit Y hakobin was seeing that pleased him so
much? Alec thought of those who' d | eft their names on the door. Had they seen thissame gleam in the
man’seyes?

“My, you are serioustoday.” Y hakobin took a polished metal mirror from one of the tablesand held it
upinfront of him. “Seewhat I’ ve done for you, boy, and show abit of gratitude.”

Alec took onelook and let out a choked gasp, shocked at the stranger he saw in the reflection. Far
from growing pale from lack of mest, his coloring had heightened. His eyeslooked bluer, and his hair,
though lank from lack of washing, seemed to shine abrighter gold.

But that wasn't the only change. He looked more ' faie somehow, asif the very planes of hisface had
been dtered.

“I don’'t understand!” he gasped, touching his cheek with superdtitious awe. “What have you doneto



me, [lban?’

Y hakobin held out the daily draught to him, but Alec baled hisfists on his knees and shook his head.
“Why do | look different?’

“Not so different, and nothing that will do you the least bit of harm, as| promised. | am aman of my
word, Alec. Behave now, and drink thiswithout afuss. It' sfar too valuable to spill.”

“No!”

Heknew it wasfutile, but he fought anyway as the guards held him down and pinched his nose shut.

Y hakobin thrust the leather funnel down histhroat and poured the contents of the cup in. They held him
until he gagged down every drop, then dragged him up to hisknees at Y hakobin' s feet.

The alchemist shook his head as he fastened aslver amulet to Alec’scallar. “1 should thrash you, but
I m too pleased with your progress.”

“What did you do?” Alec demanded again, gagging at the sweet taste that filled histhroat.

“All I’'ve done, Alec, isrefine your Aurénfaie blood, cleansing it asbest | can of thetaint of your
human parent. | can’t remove it completely, and the effectslast only aslong asthe tinctures do their
work, but at this moment you are more’faie than you have ever beeninyour life”

Alec pressed his clenched fists againgt his knees, fighting the urge to fly at the man. Tainted? His
father-his human father-was the only family he' d ever known! He could have cried at the thought of
losing what little connection he had | eft to him, but he wouldn't give these bastards that satisfaction again.
Instead, he closed his eyes and bowed his head. Play therole, Alec. Play it to the hilt.

“Forgive me, Ilban. It was the shock. I-1 wasn't prepared.”

To hissurprise, Y hakobin went to the forge and lifted out a kettle that had been warming on ahook by
the fire. He poured two steaming cups and handed one to Alec, motioning him to alow stool.

Y hakobin sat down in alarge chair next to him and took asip from his cup. Alec sniffed his. It smelled
like avery good, strong tea, nothing more.

“Y ou've had your draught for the day,” the dchemist assured him. “Thisisteafrom southern Aurénen,
the best intheworld. See, I'm drinking it, too.”

Alec took acautious taste, and then another. By the Four, he' d missed the taste of good teaamost as
much as meat. Thiswas delicious; the warmth of it spread through him, and with it thoughts of home.

“Thank you, Ilban,” he said, and for the first time he actually meant it. “But I’ m surprised. Y ou drink
Aurénfaetea?

Y hakobin smiled at that. “ Surely you aware that many of the clans trade with us, and have for
centuries. Virésse, for ingtance. Ulan i Sathil and | are on very good terms.”

Alecfroze, cup hdfway to hislips. He and Seregil had had dealings with the leader of the Virésseclan
during Klid s negotiationsin Aurénen. Ulan was a smooth, ruthless man, and one not likely to forgive
them for their rolein bresking up the Virésse monopoly on Aurénen’ strade with the Three Lands.

Could it have been him who betrayed us? What was ayear’ stimefor an Aurénfaieto wait, who
counted time in decades? Perhaps dl Ulan had to do was bide histime until they came back to Aurénen.
And there d been no secrecy about their mission.

“|s there something wrong with your tea?’ asked Y hakobin.

Alec shook his head and took another sip of the fragrant tea, letting it wash away the lingering
aftertaste of thetincture.

“Theworld isalarge place, Alec, and | think you have seen only alittle bit of it in your young life.

Y ou’ ve been taught things about my country that are not true.”
I knew you kept slaves, Alec thought, but wisdly held histongue.

“And you know nothing of dchemy, do you? Would you like to know more?’

“Yes, Ilban,” Alec replied eagerly, though not for the reason Y hakobin probably thought.

Y hakobin filled both their cups again. “ Alchemy isthe art of manipulating the consciousness that exists
in al matter. With skill and knowledge, an achemist can effect great transformations.”

“Turning lead into gold?’ Alec asked, skeptical.

“That is certainly one of the better-known applications, the epitome of the lowly puffer’ sart, but one
of very minor importance to any serious alchemist. No, we seek a deeper spiritud transformation, to heal



theinner disharmonies of individuas, and of theworld.”

He pointed to an elaorate tower of glass vessals, now brewing on the athanor. They werethe
round-bellied type, with down-curving, snout-shaped outlets, each shedding drops of something into a
small, three-legged cauldron covered in raised symbols.

“The didtillation vessd is one of the more common implements. One of our greet artsisthat of refining
and transformation. It was an achemist who discovered the smdlting of iron from base ore agrest many
years before our ancestors cameto this part of the world. Others perfected the elegant balance of aloys
to create hard stedl, bronze, and other high metals. And we discovered the combinations of metd,
symbols, and auspicious hoursthat give power to objects, such asthat amulet you' re wearing.

“But most importantly, we learned to extract powerful medicines from metas, mineras, common
anima matter, and herbs. Thesetinctures |’ ve given you are of that nature. They cleaveto and bind
impure energiesin your blood, so that they can be removed by the natura functions of the body.” He
smiled. “In that way. | have been your physician. Or, if you prefer, your body has been like one of my
didtillation vessdls. By combining the right elements under the proper conditions, | have transformed you
into what you saw inthe mirror.”

“But why go to the trouble when you could have just bought yourself apure’faie?’ Alec asked,
intrigued in spite of himsaf.

“Because never before have | found one of your exquidite lineage. Y ou are unique.”

Alec kept his attention on histea. While many people in Aurénen had made afussover his
Hézadriélfaie blood, he' d been more of acuriosity than awonder. No one had thought him particularly
specid. Khenir’ stak of breeding and gelding came back to him, making his skin prickle uncomfortably.

“May | ask, IIban, why that’s so important? I’ d been given to believe that the Hazadriélfaie were only
aminor dan.”

“They arenot aclan at dl, but agroup of individuals united by a unique accident of nature. | assure
you, Alec, you are avery specid young man. With your help, | will perhaps be able to make avery
powerful medicine, indeed. Onethat may well curedl theills of the body. Isthat not aworthy god?’

“And you need Hazadriéfaie blood for that?’

“Only that will do. And according to the texts, an even purer dixir can be distilled to prolong the
human span of lifetothat of a’faie. A very long time ago, longer even than’faie memory, an dchemist
from my land discovered the secret method of didtilling it. The Hazadriéfaie selfishly wanted no part of
the work, though. That’ swhy they took themselves away asthey did, and the few Aurénfaie who knew
the truth are long dead, and the memory islost there. But here in Plenimar the secret teachings have been
passed down in certain lines. | am the scion of one of those lineages.”

“What would happen if a’faie used the dixir that makesther lifelonger?’

“A very interesting question. Now, | must get back to work. And despite your earlier unruliness, |
believe you deserve areward today. Would you like to walk in my meditation garden with Khenir?’

Alec bowed deeply to hide his sudden rush of excitement, both at seeing the closest thing hehad to a
friend here and at the opportunity for a better look at that garden. “ Thank you, l1ban. | would like that
very much.”

“Good. It must give you some comfort, having another *faie to converse with.”

“It does, Ilban.” And it did.

When the guards came for him as usud, Khenir was with them. He wore a cloak over his house robe,
and held up another for Alec, and apair of thick, felted wool dippers.

Alec gtarted to thank him, but Khenir caught his eye and made aquick, nervous nod in Y hakobin's
direction. Alec turned and made asmall bow. “Thank you again for your kindness, Ilban.”

“And theveil, Khenir,” Y hakobin reminded him.

Khenir handed Alec aveil smilar to the one he was wearing and helped him tieit on. The guards let
them out, but gave Khenir charge of the chain attached to Alec’scollar.

“I’'msorry. llban’s orders,” Khenir whispered with an apologetic smile.

“It'sdl right. | understand,” Alec whispered back, too eager to get into the garden to care about it.

One of the guards growled at Khenir asthey |eft the workshop and he immediately bowed and said



something servile. It hurt Alec to seeit; the Aurénfaie were a proud and dignified people. He thought
again of the lash marks he' d seen on Khenir’ s shoulders, and on the back of the dave on the ship. It
made him ashamed again of how easily he’ d acquiesced so far, even if he did have good reason.

The guards escorted them through the small side gate to their left and into the fountain court. A
covered portico encircled it on three Sdes. Theinner walls were painted abrilliant blue and bright,
fanciful scenes of sealife showed through the white pillars. Nestly laid out paths of crushed shell led
through tidy herb beds and leafless bushes to alarge round fountain at the center of the garden. A dender
pillar of white stone supported four stylized fish, whose spouting mouthsfilled the basin below.

Alectook dl thisin at aglance, then turned to more important e ements. This courtyard occupied the
angle between the main house and the workshop gardens, and was solidly enclosed on those sdes. Over
the east and south walls, however, he saw treetops and sky. There were two more guards, aswell,
stationed at the far end of the garden. The two who'’ d escorted them here remained on guard by the gate,
leaving Alec and Khenir at least the semblance of privacy for alittle while.

Khenir kept agrip on Alec'slead but linked his other arm companionably through Alec' sasheled him
around the portico to admire the frescoes. The smple friendliness of the gesture brought alump to Alec’s
throat.

“What did those guards say to you before?” Alec whispered.

“They don't like us speaking our own language, which they can’t understand. We' rewel| contained
here, though, so they’ re less concerned. They’ ve agreed to let uswalk about while they and the others
keep watch.”

It wassuch ardlief to be out inthe fresh ar that for alittle while Alec let himsdlf forget about tinctures
and masters and guards and smply lost himsdlf in the pleasure of being outside. It was afine day; the
cold, sweet breeze carried the smell of pine and the sea. Gulls circled high overhead, shining white against
the deep blue of the sky.

“Arewe closeto the coast?’ he asked.

“About five miles,” Khenir replied. His hand tightened on Alec’' sarm as he whispered, “1 know what
you' re thinking, and you must put such thoughts from your mind. l1ban’s men aretrained dave trackers.”

“You've never tried?’

Khenir glanced nervoudy back in the guards’ direction. “I did-once, before| came here. | was
fortunate that the master who held me then didn’t want me maimed. But he punished me so badly he
might aswell have. It' sadifferent world here, Alec. Y ou must accept that.”

“So | should just give up?’ Alec hissed bitterly.

“Y es. With that face and that hair, you wouldn’t get a mile before you were caught.”

Alec knew athing or two about not being seen, but held histongue.

They left the portico and walked along the shdll paths. Khenir took off hisvell and turned hisface up
to the pae sun. Alec did the same, savoring the fed of the breeze againgt his bare skin. He didn’t think
he’ d ever get used to wearing the hated scrap of fabric. He d worn masks nightrunning, but thiswasa
badge of shame.

“Why do they only make’faie daves wear these?’

“Asareminder of our bondage,” Khenir replied. “But they aso protect us, shielding us from the eyes
of other masters.”

“What do you mean?’

“If anoble of higher standing came here and decided he wanted you, Lord Y hakobin would have no
choice but to sl you to him, or even give you away if his guest was of avery high rank. It'snot
uncommon for such thingsto happen, especialy with comely daveslikeyou.”

“Bilairy’sBald” Alec pulled away and stared a him in disbelief. “Weredly arejust chattel, aren’t
we? Likeahound or ahorse.”

“True, but it' snot always abad thing.”

“How can you say that?’

Khenir hushed him, shooting another nervous ook in the guards’ direction. “Please behave. | don't
want to be sent in so soon.”



“What do you mean, it' s not abad thing to be owned?’ Alec whispered angrily.

Khenir was quiet for amoment as they continued on. He looked so sad that Alec dipped hisarm
through the other man’ s again, covering the hand that held the chain with hisown. Khenir gave him a
grateful look that melted Alec’ s heart.

“You don't haveto talk about it, if you don’t want to,” Alec told him.

“Actudly, it'sabetter memory for me than most. I’ ve had anumber of masters, most of them far
more...demanding. Thelast wasthe crueest of dl, the one | ran away from, and he nearly killed me.
Master Y hakobin saw me during avisit to the man’s country estate. Hewas so...”

Khenir paused, blinking back tears. “He saw the wretched condition | wasin and took pity on me. He
took me away with him the next day. | am so grateful for that! He saved my lifewith hisdixirs, and ever
gnce he' s been the kindest master I"'ve had.”

“How many have you had?’

“Too many,” Khenir replied, and Alec thought again of the terrible scars he had seen on his shoulders.

“Well, hemust think very highly of you, to trust you with melikethis.” It struck him then thet if he
made a break for the wall now and did manage to escape, it was probably Khenir who would pay the
price. So I'll just have to take him with me when | go.

“Your collar isalot fancier than mine, too,” hewent on. “1 took it for jewery thefirst time | saw you.”

Khenir touched it self-conscioudy, asif he' d forgotten about it until Alec mentioned it. “I’ ve earned his
favor.”

“Do mastersever let adave go?’

To hissurprise, Khenir nodded. “ Sometimes, if the dave has done some extraordinary service. Or
sometimes, afavored dave is bequeathed his freedom when the master dies. Usually, though, we' re
passed along to the heirs with the rest of the household goods, or sold off to buy new, younger ones. It's
afrightening time, when amaster dies. Y ou don't know whereyou'll end up.”

Once again Alec sensed there was agreat deal going unsaid and too many painful memories. He
tightened hisarm through Khenir’ sand said, “ There was a nobleman with Master Y hakobin today.”

“The Overlord'slegate. | served him breskfast thismorning. A very powerful man, that one. Ilban was
quite nervous about hisvist, and what news he' Il take back to Benshdl. | hope you behaved yoursel f?’

“I must have. llban gave me tea and talked about dchemy.”

“See?It’'sjust as| said. Behave yourself and he'll treat you well.”

“Do you know alot about achemy?’

Khenir smiled and shook hishead. “1 just do what he asks of me, grinding e ements and cleaning the
glasswvare.”

“He doesn't have much good to say about Oréska magic, but | don’t see much difference.”

“Wdll, it' sdl thesameto us, isn't it?” Khenir drew him over to the fountain. “ Come seethefish.”

“FHsh?

Asthey approached the broad basin apair of white doves that had been drinking there took wing.
Coming closer, Alec saw that there were water lilies growing there, and clumps of smdll, striped rushesin
sunken clay pots. Large, deek fish were swimming among the submerged stems. They were shaped like
trout, but their markings were like nothing he’ d seen before. Their bodies were white as fresh snow, with
gpots of brilliant orange and velvety black.

Khenir took acrust of stale bread from his pocket and showed Alec how to make them swim up for
crumbs. The largest would take the bread from their fingers.

Alec grinned asavery large one with an orange face sucked greedily at hisfinger. “1 wonder how they
taste?’ His mouth watered at the thought of afew of those plump swimmers spitted on a green stick over
abed of good hot coals.

Khenir chuckled. “Don't let [Iban hear you say that. These are imported from some land beyond the
Gathwayd. Any one of them would bring a better price than either of us”

“Madter Y hakobin must be avery rich man.”

“And avery powerful one, aswell. HE samong the chief dchemigtsin Plenimar. The Overlord himsdlf
consultswith him often, about hisson.”



“What' swrong with him?’

“Theboy isvery young and frail, and suffers from fits no physician or priest has been ableto cure.
Master Y hakobin' stinctures are al that keep him dive, or so I’'mtold. A courier comes once aweek for
new ones, sometimes more often if the child is doing very poorly. And the legate, too, asyou saw today.”

So that’ s why my blood was so important! If Y hakobin could cure the Overlord’' s son, then he'd
probably be the most favored man in Plenimar. “Why isn't I1ban at court in Benshd?’

“| supposeit’samark of how important heisthat the Overlord lets him potter about down herein the
country. They are on very good terms. His Mg esty visits occasiondly.”

“Y ou've seen the Overlord?’

“Yes. A powerful and ambitious man.”

Alec tucked that information away. “Y ou're sure alchemy isn't necromancy, using blood and dl that?’

“Oh yes! The master despises necromancers even more than he detests wizards.” Khenir looked
around, making sure the guards were till by the gate a the far end of the garden. “He aso worries about
the hold they have on the Overlord. They don’t practice openly in most parts of the country, but he
keeps some of the most powerful at court, and I1ban thinks he relies on them far too much. It’s rumored
that he uses them againgt his own people, just as hisfather before him. Despite what you Skalans think,
the Plenimaran people have no love for necromancy. It'sablight on the land, and there are those who
say that the young helr’ sillnessis apunishment from the Immortals.”

Alec considered this as he watched the fish nudging about among the plants, looking for more crumbs.
His only experience of Plenimarans before now had been at the hands of their soldiersand
necromancers, but if the people were not al like that-if they hated their ruler and hisfilthy minions-then
maybe he could find help of some sort when he escaped.

“He said that I’'m important in some way, because of who my mother’ s people are.”

“Oh?What clan areyou?’

“Hazadridfae”

Khenir looked at him in surprise. “ Those who went north? 1’ ve never heard of them mixing with any
outsiders. Some even say they all died yearsago.”

“I never knew my mother’ s people, and | don’t know how she met my father. He never told me
anything except that she was dead. But later | found out that, after | was born, he took me away before
her people could kill me, asthey do dl ya shel. They murdered her, though, before my father could save
her.”

“That'svery sad. I'm sorry.”

“Wall, it'snot like | remember her. | didn’t know anything about her until-" He hesitated, but damn it,
he was sick of being so guarded with the only person here who' d shown him any kindness. “Ireya. Her
name was Ireya 8 Shaar. An oracle showed her to me. That'sal | know, really.” Except that she died
to save my father’ s life. And mine.

“Then you don’'t even know where her people are?’

“Not exactly. The Hazadriéfaiekill outsiders on sSight, so no one goes near their lands. Those who try
don’t come back.”

“That must be difficult, not knowing the’ faie part of your family, when you resemble them so much.”

Alec shrugged. “It doesn’t matter much to me. Like | said, | never knew about them.”

That was alie, of course. Ever since he' d been given that vison of his mother, he' d dreamed often of
her face and the anguished look in her eyes as she’ d placed her infant son in hisfather’ sarms. He' d
thought alot about certain passesin the Ironheart foothills, too-places his father had steered clear of.
Everyone around Kerry knew the legends about the’faie who lived somewhere beyond Ravensfell Pass,
though most thought they werejust alegend. But dl the old Storiestold around tavern fires spoke of a
dark and dangerousfolk who killed unwary hunters who strayed too close to their borders.

“Do you know what Y hakobin wantswith me?’ he asked, tossing another crumb to the fish.

“Asl sad, Alec, | only dowhat I'm told. He does not confidein me.” Khenir stood with hisfaceto
the sun again, eyes closed and amiling now, asif he' d found refuge in better thoughts.

Seaing him like that, Alec suddenly found himsdlf thinking, By the Four, but he’' s handsome!



The traitorous thought surprised and shamed him. Where the hell had that come from?

Fortunately, Khenir took no notice.

Alecfixed hisattention on thefish again, guilty and heartsck as herecalled the slly fight he and Seregil
had gotten into when Seregil suggested hefind awilling girl to have children for him. And here hewas
now, looking at another man.

Forgive me, tali!

After nearly two weeks of rest and decent food, Seregil told himsdlf he felt alittle stronger today, but
after afew circuits around the room he knew otherwise. Frustrated, he acquiesced glumly when Zoridl
moved the chair to the window for him and left him there with hisbowl of morning grud and ablanket
over hisknees, like an old man. Whatever magic the davers had used on him, it had taken amore lasting
toll on him than anything he' d ever experienced, except perhaps for the amulet he and Alec had
inadvertently stolen from that Plenimaran duke soon after they met. He still had the scar on his chest from
that mishap.

He gazed down into the garden, docketing again all the possible routes of escape-atal tree, some
stonework that offered good handholds, aclimbing rose. From what little he could see over thewall, this
was acountry house, which presented other problems. A city was an easy placein which to lose onesdlf;
open fields, probably bare thistime of year, were the worst possible option.

No use worrying about that before I’ m strong enough to do something about it. Feding more
uselessthan ever, he rested his chin in one hand and watched the sparkle of the fountain. There were
some large fish in the basin that he hadn’t noticed before. That was a sure sign of wedlth, though he' d
aready guessed as much.

Doveswere drinking and bathing there, too, but scattered as severd people walked into view in the
covered portico. He expected the children and their nurse, but it wastwo taller, velled figures. They
passed from view, then regppeared on one of the paths leading to the fountain.

“Alec!” The breath locked in Seregil’ s chest as he lurched unsteadily to hisfeet, clutching at the bars
for support. There was no question; even with the veil and shapelessrabe, hislover’ s build and gait, and
that braid hanging down the back of his cloak were unmistakable.

He salivel He' salive and he' s here, in this house!

“Alec!” he shouted.

When Alec gave no sign of hearing, Seregil reached through the bars, pounding at the thick window. It
would not give, and even that sound did not seem to reach the men in the garden. That didn’t stop him
from shouting himself hoarse. Caught between relief and frustration, he sagged againgt the bars, tears
rolling unnoticed down his cheeks ashe drank in the sight of histai dive and apparently well.

He' s alivel Thank the Light, Alecis alive! Thewordsthrobbed in hishead intimeto hisfrantic
heartbeat. | didn’'t get himkilled!

He d paid scant attention to the other man, but he scrutinized him now and saw that he had Alec on a
chain like adog, fastened to some sort of collar around his neck. He silently vowed to cut off the hand of
the man who'd put it there.

Though Seregil couldn’t make out their faces, it appeared that they were on friendly terms. That gave
Seregil hope. If there was onething Alec excelled at, it was charming people and disguising hisown
motives.

The other man wore agolden collar around his neck, just visible under the edge of the veil. Hedso
had the dark hair and build of a’faie. Well done, tali. Perhaps you’ ve found us an ally!

Alec and his companion walked together, arm in arm, while Seregil watched like adrowning man
sghting land acrossthe waves.

Asthey reached the fountain, both of them pulled down their veils. For amoment Seregil only had
eyesfor Alec; helooked well-better than well, actualy. Even through the wavy glass, Alec had never
looked more beautiful. It made his heart ache to be this close and yet so hopelesdy apart. Just then,
however, Alec’ s companion looked up in Seregil’ sdirection and smiled.

Seregil’ selation curdled in histhroat. He knew thisface, thisman. He d haunted Seregil’ smemoriesdl
the days of hisexile, and his dreams, too, since he' d been here.



Ilar i Sontir. First lover. Firg betrayer. The man who' d engineered Seregil’ sdownfal al those years
ago.
He dammed hisfist againgt the window again. “'Y ou whoreson bastard!”

In the garden below, Ilar took Alec’sarm asif they were the best of friends. Seregil shuddered, feeling
like hewas caught in a horrible dream when he saw theway Alec smiled at him.

Seregil clutched the barsthat kept him from kicking out the window and leaping down to kill Ilar for
putting hands on Alec. Just one more reason to kill you, Ilar!

Ilar looked up again, dmost asif he'd heard Seregil’ s thoughts.

You meant for meto see, didn’t you, you bastard? You had Zoriel put me here, to be certain I’d
be watching.

Wheat followed took on the feel of a staged performance, which it probably was. Ilar touched Alec
often, and they stood close together, talking like friends as they threw bread to thefish. Alec actually
reached out and took Ilar’ sarm. Seregil stood there, fingers going numb around the bars, hating llar with
apassion so strong it made black spots swimin front of hiseyes.

He stayed there until Alec and Ilar passed from view again, then sank down in the chair and put his
head between hisknees, fedling sick.

When the nausea had abated he fell back in the chair, staring out the window at the grey-backed gulls
circling above the house. His heart beat so hard it ached.

How can this possibly be?
Where has Ilar been all these years, and what is he doing here?
Think, damnit! | can’t even stay on my feet. What am | going to do?

When his head stopped spinning, he dowly pushed the chair into the corner of the room furthest from
the door and huddled there, sweaty and winded, clutching the empty water pitcher in both hands. He felt
absolutdly ridiculous, but right now he didn’t have much in theway of options.

Zorid came at the customary time with hismidday medl and found him there. “What’ sthis?’

“1 saw your ‘magter,” down therein the garden,” he growled. “Turns out he' san old friend of mine.”

Zorid set thetray across hisknees. “Y ou’ re talking nonsense. Eat your food.”

“Tell him I’d very much like to renew our acquaintance, won't you?’ Seregil called after her as she
went out. “Tell himit'sbeen far toolong!”

“Fool!” shethrew back asthe guard dammed the door.

Seregil smiled crookedly as he ate the bean soup, brown bread, and honeyed milk she' d brought. His
circumstances hadn’t changed, but knowing where Alec was, evenif it waswith llar, wasthe first firm
ground he' d had under hisfeet in weeks.

It had been over half a century since Seregil had met llar that summer at the clan gathering by theriver.

My last summer there, hethought bitterly. Is that why | dreamed of it again, after all thistime?
Did | know he was so close?

Thanksto llar, he'd killed that Hamani clansman. And, in doing so, betrayed his own father, hisclan,
and destroyed the fragile negotiations before they could cometo fruition.

Ilar was severa decades older than the green boy Seregil had been then. He' d been so handsome, so
charming, wayswith timefor hisyoung companion. He d made Seregil fed like he was someone
specia instead of hisfather’ s great disappointment.

Seregil rested his head in his hands with asoft groan. llar hadn’t had much trouble seducing him, and in
more ways than one. He secured Seregil’ s needy heart first, with caresses, kind words, and false praise,
playing the smitten swain when dl the time he d been sounding out the khirnari’ s son, finding the best way
to ruin him-and through Seregil, hisfather’ s negotiations with the Zengat. Too late, Seregil had redized
that this had been his*lover’'s’ red god, dl dong.

Even after al these years, the memories were stained degp with shame. Adzrid had tried to warn him
againgt the older man, and in time even Kheeta had grown concerned about Ilar’ shold over Seregil.

But Seregil hadn’t listened to any of them, and in the end he’ d been chegply bought. llar had made a
gameof giving him little chalenges: sted abit of food from this camp, go to the heart of another and bring
back proof he' d come and gone unseen, and the like. Puffed up with his successes and the older man's



gpprova, he' d willingly goneto the tent of the Haman khirnari, looking for adocument that would
supposedly ad hisfather in his negotiations. Little did he guessthat as soon as he was safdly off on that
errand, Ilar had convinced one of the Haman khirnari’ s kinsman to go there aswell, on some pretext.

It had been dark, and the man had surprised Seregil. They both drew weapons, but Seregil was
quicker with hisknife, striking out of fear and panic before he could weigh the consequences. Seregil
hadn’t meant to kill him. The act had sickened him to the heart and he’ d made no effort to get away.

Ilar and those who' d been hisfellow congpirators were long gone by the time Seregil appeared in the
council tent, shattered and in tears, with thefirst blood he d ever shed till warm on his hands and white
tunic.

[lar was never seenin Aurénen again...

Seregil didn't redlize he’ d been poisoned until the half-empty soup bowl dipped from his hand and
clattered to the floor in front of him.

“No!” hewhispered, asthe room began to spin. Why would llar kill him now, after going to al this
trouble?

But hedidn’t die, or even lose consciousness. His body smply went to deep, leaving hismind awake
and frantic.

Time passed and he sat frozen, dumped in his chair, mind racing. At last he heard the grate of akey in
the door. Hewasn't at al surprised when llar stepped in and closed the door behind him. The vell was
gone.

“Ilar i Sontir,” Seregil rasped, forcing the words ot.

“Haba. | do hope you enjoyed your medl.” And he gave Seregil that warm, false smile he remembered
so well as he crossed the room and bent over Seregil. He dipped afinger under Seregil’ s collar and gave
italittletug. “Thissuitsyou. And I’m known as Khenir now, but you can use my old nameif you wish. It
does't mean anything here.”

He picked Seregil upin hisarmsasif he weighed nothing and laid him on the bed. He placed the
pillow behind Seregil’ s head, pulled his robe down over hisknees, and smoothed astray lock of hair
away from hisface, mocking him with seeming tenderness, al the whilewith that unsettling look in his
eyes. When he had Seregil arranged to hisliking, he pulled the chair over and sat down beside him.

“I trust you' re comfortable, Haba? Do say so if you'renot.” Cruel glee began to show through the
solicitous mask.

“What...Poison...”

“No, just one of my master’ stinctures. It' s not the first time you' ve had it, you know. Been deeping
well snceyou came here? Have your dreams been especidly vivid?” He held up asilver perfumeflask
and pulled out the stopper, waving it under Seregil’ s nose. The scent of wandril flowers. Adzriel’ s scent.

“Bas. "

“What' sthat? Do speak up.” llar set the flask aside, then leaned close and stroked Seregil’ shair and
cheek. Then heleaned closer till and kissed him, thrusting his tongue deep into his mouth.

Seregil tried to bite him and Ilar pulled back, wiping hislips. “You used to likeit when | did that.” This
time he stroked hisfingers down Seregil’ s bare arm and across his chest, sending an involuntary shiver
through him. llar paused as hisfingers found the scar in the middle of Seregil’schest.

“What' sthis? Ah, but you can’'t answer.” He traced the outline of the round mark, then examined the
dragon bite on Seregil’ shand. “ That' samost impressive mark. Who knows dl the things you' ve done,
to get SO many interesting scars Sincewe last met.” [lar stroked his cheek again. “1’ ve been so very
patient, dl these years. | waited avery long timeto see you again, my little Haba. Oh, I’ ve enjoyed our
evenings together lately, but it's so much nicer with you awake.”

Seregil thought of those dreams he' d had, of an unseen lover touching him, coaxing hisaching
response. He' d have gagged if he' d been capable.

I’d know if he raped me. I’d know. Oh, Illior!

“Y ou looked younger in your deep, more likethe boy | loved.”

Seregil managed alow growl of disgust.

Ilar' shazd eyeswent distant for amoment. “I did, | think. | was certainly very fond of you by the end.



It was s0 hard to see it through, the commission given me by the khirnari of Virésse.”

Helaughed as Seregil’ seyes narrowed. “ Y ou didn't think he' d stand by and alow your father to
succeed, did you? But then, you were only achild, and not thinking of such things.” He stroked Seregil’s
hair again. “But you' re aman now, aren’t you, and al grown up? Still, those pretty eyes of yours are the
same, though | don't believe | ever saw that kind of anger in them back then.” Without warning he
dapped Seregil hard across the face. “What have you to be angry about? How does that compare with
what happened to me? They let you live. They set you free!”

A cold chill rippled unpleasantly over Seregil’sskin. *Y ou-knew?” he managed, his voice aghostly
rasp.
“Doyou think | haven't made it my businessto know where you were, and how you were prospering?
Poor little exile, weren't you? Queen’'sKin! Lord Seregil, with your fine house and fine friends. And
your freedom!” He struck Seregil again, and the coppery taste of blood welled aong the edge of his
tongue.

“Y ou- your-own-fault.”

“My fault?’ Ilar gave him an incredulous look. “Y ou weren't supposed to murder anyone! Y ou were
only supposed to be caught and made an embarrassment before your father. To upset hisplans. That's
what | was paid to do. But you, you little mongter, you killed aman! And | was the one who paid the
price. That wasyour choice, but I’ ve borne the curse of it.”

Seregil rolled his eyes, chancing another dap. He didn't believe him, and hedidn’t care. “ Alec?’

“Ahyes. Alec. Word came from Aurénen that you' d returned, and that you had an Hazadriélfaie with
you.” The hand that had dapped him traveled down Seregil’ s belly and under the coversto caresshis
limp cock through hisrobe.

“So?" Seregil wasfor once glad of the drug, for the way it dulled him to the movements of that hand.

[lar' s smile returned, thin and nasty, as he sat back and crossed hisarms. “Y ou really don’t know, do
you? Or any of thekhirnari of the lid sdra. No one remembers why Hazadriél gathered her followers
and disappeared, dl those generations ago. But there are those here in Plenimar who do.”

Seregil waited, intrigued in spite of hisdistrust. To hisdismay, llar only chuckled and stood up.

“Seep well, Haba. Perhaps 1’1l vigit you again tonight.”

“No! Alec...” Seregil croaked, as hisbody lay there like so much carrion.

“He sno longer your concern, ishe? Oh, but just so you know?” llar pushed back hisright deeve and
showed Seregil the underside of hisforearm. The dave brand was smooth and faded, white against the
pae skin. “Thiswill be burnt over soon, marking me as afreedman. Y our lover isthe price of that
freedom. And can you guesswhat my pricewas, for finding him for them?’

He paused, leaving Seregil to wonder who “them” might be.

“My price, little Haba, was you.”

CHAPTER 20

ThePriceof Loneliness

ALEC WAS ALWAY Sléft to himsalf the day after avisit to Y hakobin, so he was as much surprised
as pleased when Khenir appeared at his door that afternoon.

“Would you like to take another walk?’ he asked, grinning.

Alec was s0 glad to get outside again that he hardly minded when one of the waiting guards fastened
the chainto hiscallar.

Once again, four guards were there to watch them. Making a bresk for it in daylight probably wasn't
going to be an option, Alec decided. That was not a cheering thought, but he couldn’t help enjoying being
out of that cell again. It was abit warmer today and he relished the warmth of the sun on hisface asthey
gtrolled around the garden, enjoying the splash of the fountain and the cries of the gulls overhead.



After awhile Khenir took Alec’'shand in hisasif it wasthe most natura thing in theworld. Alec
blushed guiltily asthe warmth of the other man’s pam againgt his own sent arather pleasurabletingle up
hisarm.

What’s wrong with me? Am | really that lonely?

Hetried to pull free without insulting the man, but Khenir gave him such asad look and said, “Humor
me, won't you, little brother? It' s so lonely here”

Alec wastoo kind to refuse him that, and Khenir gave him a grateful 1ook.

They walked on like that for awhile, then the other man sighed. “Y our frown tells me there’ s someone
you' refaithful to, yes?Is she very pretty?’

Alec gave anoncommittal shrug.

“No?" Khenir smiled knowingly. “Or maybe not a‘she’ ?’

“I’d rather not talk about that.”

Khenir seemed to shrink in on himsaf as he turned away. “Keep your secrets, then,” he said softly.
“What am | inyour eyes, after dl, but filth and spoiled goods?”

“No, that'snot it at dl!” Alec laid ahand on the older man’ s shoulder. “| appreciate your friendship,
Khenir, more than you know!” He paused, wanting to undo the hurt but knowing better than to give
away that kind of information, even to afellow dave.

Khenir still refused to face him. “No, | shouldn’'t have presumed. It sjust-well, as| said, I’ ve been
londly here...Please, say we' refriends?’

He turned around and held out his hand. There were tears on his cheeks. Alec took his hand again.
“Of coursewe are. It'sjust...” What could he possibly say?*“It'sjust that my heart isbroken, losing him,
and | can't think of anyone else. Not yet.”

Khenir touched Alec’scheek. “I...That is...” He glanced back at the guards. They seemed to be
engrossed in their own conversation. He leaned closer, lowering hisvoice. “I'm not asking for your heart,
Alec. But if we could just find alittle comfort together...”

And Khenir kissed him.

Alectried to pull away but Khenir got an arm around hiswaist and gripped the back of Alec’shead,
whimpering alittle as he prolonged the kiss.

Alec twisted out of hisgrip and shoved him away. “ Stop it!”

Khenir ssumbled back againgt the edge of the basin and sank down on it, covering hisface with his
hand.

Alec wiped his mouth with the back of hishand. “Damn it, Khenir!”

The man was weeping in earnest now, shoulders shaking under his cloak. The guards were on their
way over to them, but Khenir quickly said something that sent them back to their post by the gate.
Looking up at Alec, he drew ashaky bregth. “ Forgive me. Y ou see what I’ m reduced to, shaming myself
and my clanin front of you? What must you think?’

Alec kept his distance as much asthe chain alowed, but his outrage dowly gave way to pity. He could
only imaginewhat it must belike, lost in an enemy land for so long, stripped of every shred of dignity.
“It'sdl right. | understand,” he said at last, then regretted his choice of words when he saw renewed
hope flicker in Khenir' s reddened eyes.

“Then perhaps-?’

“I'm sorry. No.” Then, to show there were no hard feglings, he took Khenir by the hand and pulled
him up. “Let’ swak some more before they makeusgoin.”

Khenir tried to pull hishand away, and Alec knew he should probably let him, but he wanted to make
it clear that he held no grudge. And even now, he had to admit that the smple clasping of handswas a
comfort to him, too.

It'sjust because he's the only one here who' s been kind to me, hethought, but he till felt torn.

Khenir was very quiet for awhile as he collected himsdlf, then dowly hetold Alec alittle about hislost
home. His eyes misted again as he haltingly named friends, family, and alover long missed. In return,
Alec found himsdf telling him of hisfather and the freelife they’ d lived in the northlands. That seemed like
asafetopic snceit had nothing to do with Seregil or their profession.



“How did you cometo Skala?’ asked Khenir, calmer now.

“| went to Rhiminee after my father died, looking for work.” That was close enough to the truth.

Theweight of the chain pulled histhin meta collar uncomfortably against the sde of his neck, and he
reached absently to shift it. Hisfingers strayed to the amulet and he traced the marking on it. “Did you
ever haveto wear thesethings?’

“No. It must be part of the specid purification.”

“Because of my impure blood.”

“Mogt likely.”

“Do you see the changein me?’

“Of course, but | didn’t know if he'd shown you.” Khenir gave him ashy, sddong look. “Y ou're very
handsome. Y ou were before, but now you look more like afull-blooded 'faiethan a...Oh, no. | don’t
mean anything by it! I’'mnat...”

“It'sdl right.” Alec gave hishand areassuring squeeze and chuckled. 1’ ve been called alot worse.”

Khenir fell in step beside him again, but the silence that followed felt rather strained. “1 saw your
name,” Alectold him.

“You did? Where?’

“On the door,” Alec whispered.

Khenir looked honestly perplexed. “What door?’

“Inmy cell.” Perhgpsit had been another man of that name. Whatever the case, Khenir seemed to
have no ideawhat he was talking aboui.

But after amoment Khenir nodded sadly. “ Oh yes, down at the bottom. I’ d forgotten. That wasa
dark time.”

“I'msorry. | didn’t think-"

Khenir patted his hand. “Y ou apologize far too often, and for things that are not any fault of yours. It's
enough for methat | have someone | can talk to. Y ou see, | was haf-dead when IIban brought me here,
and | wasn't kept down there very long. As soon as | could speak again, | pledged my lifeto him. I’'ve
kept that promise.”

Alec couldn’t redly fault Khenir for that; he had been pretty damn grateful, himsdlf, the night astranger
who' d turned out to be Seregil had gotten him out of that north country dungeon the night before Alec
was to be sold to Plenimaran davers. It wasironic, redly. Everything that he' d done and become since
then had landed him here anyway, with acollar around his neck.

“There were more names. What happened to al those people?’

Khenir shrugged. “Who knows? It savery old house and they could have belonged to Ilban’sfamily.”

Just then they were interrupted by shrill, childish laughter. A small boy dashed into the garden,
clutching atoy horseto his chest and looking back over his shoulder with achallenging grin. Somewhere
behind him, another child wailed angrily. Alec didn’t need to understand the language to guess that the
boy wasteasing hissigter.

A woman called out sharply, and the child stuck out histongue. He turned and made for the fountain,
but hated as he caught sight of Alec and Khenir in the shadow of the portico. The child’s mischievous
expression changed to open disdain. He snapped something at them, and Khenir hastily bowed and put
onhisvell.

“Cover your facel” he whispered to Alec.

Alec pulled hisup, but not quickly enough to suit thelittle tyrant. The child stamped hisfoot and
shouted at them.

Khenir replied with adeeper bow, but that only made the boy angrier. He snatched up a stone from
beside the pathway and cocked his arm back, ready to throw. Khenir just stood there, hands at his side.

Alec stepped between them, glaring at the child to make him stop.

The boy’ s eyes widened and the hand holding the stone lowered a bit. But there was no mistaking the
maicein hiseyes.

“ Buko!” hecried angrily, and it sounded like either athreat or an insult.

The velled nursemaid appeared before things could get any worse and hurried to catch the boy.



Forgetting about Alec and Khenir, he dropped the stone and darted out of reach, laughing again ashe
disappeared the way he' d come.

Rhania paused a moment, looking at them, and Alec saw the unmistakable tracery of Khatme clan
tattoos on her face above the vell. More surprising still was the naked animosity in her dark eyesas she
looked past him to Khenir.

He spoke sharply to her and she flinched asif he' d struck her, then hurried away, hissng something
back a him under her breath.

“What was that about?” asked Alec, wishing he' d had a chance to speak with her.

“She hatesme,” Khenir explained. “1 took her place in the master’ s esteem, and now she'sjust the
nursemaid.”

“She'saKhatme.”

“Y es, and no one holds agrudge more deeply. Y ou'd do well to watch out for her. She' sa spiteful,
ill-tempered one, that woman.”

“What did the boy say, before she came out?’

“Oh, hewasjugt playing thelittle master, upbraiding us for having our faces bare. The whole
household spoils young Master Osri, and hisfather worst of dl. | hope | didn't get you in trouble, letting
you go without your vell again. If 11ban says anything, just put the blame on me. It was my fault anyway,
and he' slesslikdy to punish you that way. Now come, let’ swalk alittle more before they make you go
back.”

That evening Alec stared down at his supper tray in surprise, thinking, Yhakobin must be really
pleased with me! First the unexpected walk in the garden with Khenir, and now this; in addition to the
usud bread, soup, and apple, there was a thick wedge of white cheese.

His mouth watered painfully as he sniffed it, but he resisted the urge to wolf it down. Instead, he ate
the bread and soup firt, then savored the cheese anibble at atime, between bites of the apple. If the
achemigt had visited him then, he might have thanked him outright, not for hiskindness, but for food that
would give him that much more strength when he finally escaped.

That thought carried atwinge of guilt. Once again, he might have been able to pull free from Khenir
and make for the walls before the guards could catch up with him. And of course, there was that business
with thekiss.

With Khenir or without him, 1" ve got to get out of here, and soon! He kissed hispam and
pressed it to hisheart. Soon, tali. | swear I'll find a way...

He woke at Micum Cavish's house to the familiar smell of sweat and woodsmoke, and the wail
of the high wind off the mountains. It moaned through the tall pines outside and drove rain
against the shuttered windows and down the chimney. Droplets glittered a moment in the smoky
red light, then died, hissing on the smoldering embers.

For thefirst time, he and Seregil had shared this guest room at Watermead as lovers rather
than friends. Already drained by the emotion of Seregil’ s near escape, and hampered by his own
inept and embarrassed awkwar dness, Alec had thought to wait a little longer, but Seregil had
conquered his fears with kisses and caresses, and treated him tenderly, showing Alec the first
ways of pleasure rather than taking his own.

Now, snug and happily dazed under a pile of furs and blankets, with Seregil curled warm
against his back, Alec lay there lost in awe of the experience. What was it the Oracle at Rhiminee
had told Seregil, soon after they first met? “ Father, brother, friend, and lover.”

Seregil had truly been all four to him now.

Lover. Talimenios. He couldn’t even think the words yet without blushing hotly, but there was
no shame, and no regret. Just wonder.

And he couldn’t get back to sleep. When he finally pushed up on one elbow to see if daylight
was showing through the shutters yet, Seregil made a sleepy sound of protest at the sudden draft
sucked under the covers by Alec’s movement and snuggled closer, tightening his arm around
Alec’'swaist...

Only now they weren’t at Watermead at all, but in the winter-locked cabin in the mountains.



That wasn't rain hissing on the embers and filtering down through the loose shingles but sparkling
white snow. And Alec hadn’t been a blushing innocent for a very long time.

“ Go back to dleep. It's early, tali,” Alec whispered. He lay down and pulled the blankets up
over both of them, trying to remember what they’ d put by for breakfast.

The hunting had been poor for days. A half-frozen venison haunch and a brace of stiff grouse
hung from the rafters overhead, the last of their meat. The little root cellar under the floor was
empty, too. It had snowed hard for the past week, stopping at last the night before, and they were
out of bread, cheese, and sausage. Both of them had more bones showing than they had in the fall.

“We're going to have to make it into town today somehow,” Alec muttered, not relishing the
idea of such along trek on snowshoes over the unpacked expanse of powder, or the same trek
back with the weight of supplies on their backs.

“Mmmmm. Later,” Seregil mumbled sleepily, running a hand down Alec’s chest, then lower.

Suddenly the food situation didn’t seem so pressing. With a happy sigh, Alec turned over to
face him and return the caresses of hislover, hisfriend.

Thislonely cabin was their haven, their refuge against memory and sadness. Seregil had vowed
never to set foot in Rhiminee again, and at moments like these, Alec didn’t regret it. Seregil hadn’t
dreamed of Nysander for nearly a week. In fact, he'd slept well for days, and was content and
even more passionate than usual.

So it was now as they made love, and soon the heat of their bodies warmed the room more
than the meager fire. Before they were done they’ d kicked the blankets back, sweating in the red
glow.

When it was over Alec fell back against the musty pillows, spent and happy. He reached for
Seregil, but he wasn’t there.

Hewasn't there...

The cabin, the bed, the sound of the wind and the smell of the damp embers-it al faded away, melting
like the snow had melted soon after that long-ago morning.

Instead, he was shivering in adimly lit room, caught in the grip of 'Y hakobin's guards as Ahmol
carefully cleaned the cooling white spendings from Alec’ s belly with awooden scraper into ametal bowl.

Oh hell. The cheese. When will | stop being a fool ?

Alecinginctively tried to jerk free and cover himsdf, but the men held him fast until Ahmol was
finished.

“Why?" Alec snarled, il struggling. “Why are you doing this?’

Ahmol gave him adisgusted look. “11ban say. Need your bura.”

Bura?

Ahmol moved hastily back as Alec began to retch. Nothing came up, but the others released him,
letting him curl into amiserable bal. Ashedid so, he suddenly noticed that the door of his cell stood
open.

He uncoiled and shot up from the pallet, shoving his startled gaolers aside as he broke for freedom.

In retrospect, it wasn't aparticularly well thought out escape. He didn’t quite make it to the door
before one of them caught hisbraid and yanked him backward off hisfeet.

I’ ve really got to cut that off, he thought as he fell avkwardly, scraping ahip and the hedl of one
hand painfully on the bricks.

A guard pinned him to the floor with aboot on his chest while the others went ouit.

“IIban not be so good, you run,” Ahmol warned over his shoulder.

“Ilban not good anyway!” he spat back, but held his hands out at his sidesto show the guard that he
was done fighting. It was pointless now.

The guard took hisfoot away, collected the lantern by the door, and went out, securing the door firmly
behind him.

Alec scrambled to hisfeet, shuddering with indignity and the cold. He found his discarded robe and
pulled it on, ignoring the lingering stickiness on his belly. There was a strange bitterness at the back of his
tongue that was't bile.



He gave me something to make that kind of dream! How else would he have known when to
send his men?

Back on his pallet with the quilts pulled up to his chin, Alec swallowed hard to keep from being sick
again. |1ban would probably want to save some of that, too, the pervert!

Another shudder ran up Alec’ s back as he thought of the way Y hakobin had collected histearsina
little bottle.

Nothing wasted.

He couldn’t even enjoy the memory of the dream, knowing those bastards had been watching. That
thought was too much for him. Throwing back the quilts, he barely madeit to the bucket in time.

Alec sat awakethe rest of the night, waiting for the nauseous effects of the drug to wear off. The night
passed dowly, and he watched the tiny window brighten from black to blue to pink, then to yellow asthe
sun came over the courtyard wall outside. It was easier to think now that he could see, easier to marsha
his careening thoughts away from the shame of the night. One thing he was quite certain of: Y hakobin
was mad. It was disconcerting to think that about someone who seemed so rational, but what other
explanation could there be for aman who kept the tears and blood and spendings of another?

Ahmol brought his bregkfast at the usud time the following morning, and Alec left it untouched. When
the guards cameto collect him, he did hisbest to ignore their knowing smirks.

“I trust you dept well?” Y hakobin said, pouring Alec a cup of tea

Alec gave him asullen shrug, waiting until Y hakobin poured himsalf a.cup and had taken severa sips
before he dared taste his own. It was the same good, strong Aurénen brew as before; it cut the bad taste
in his mouth and soothed his aching ssomach.

“You're angry with me, | think.”

Aware of thewhip lying ready on anearby table, Alec kept his gaze on histea. “No, I1ban.”

“Indeed. But perhaps alittle shocked, yes?| don’t blame you, but it wasthe only way. It'snot asif
you' d have given up such vitd fluidswillingly. Redly, now, it did you no harm, except perhapsto your
pride. Y ou shouldn’t even have awakened.”

Alec’ sfingerstightened around the cup. “Why do such athing, I1ban?’

“Each of the body’ svital essences contain valuable eements, no different than metals and minerds,
and each hasitsuse.”

Alec’ seyeswidened. “Y ou mean, you make something from...from that?’

Y hakobin smiled. “ Oh yes, something very precious. I’m amost ready to begin. But not quite yet.” He
rose and took aflask down from the tincture shelf. “We come to the final draught, at last. Come here,
We must change the amulet.”

Alec shuddered at the touch of the man’s cold fingers as Y hakobin removed the silver amulet. He
tossed it into the forge, as always, then held up aheavy lozenge of gold for Alec to see. It had more
symbolson it than the others.

“Y ou are most favored, Alec. | told you that rich men would pay dearly for the Tincture of Lead; they
would give more than money for this Tincture of Gold, the highest of the naturd elements.” Hefixed the
pendant in place and patted Alec’ s cheek.

It was only with an effort that Alec kept himsalf from knocking that hand away .

Y hakobin saw and cast ameaningful glancein the direction of thewhip. “Thisisavery specid day for
you. Don't spoil the moment with one of your pointless tantrums.”

Alec hastily dropped his gaze again, tensing. Something was going to happen now. He needed hiswits
about him to take advantage of any opening.

He swalowed the tincture without afight. It tasted like pure spring water, and had no immediate
effect.

“What are you going to use mefor, llban?’ he asked, weary, scared, and pleading. It was only
halfway an act.

Y hakobin just patted his shoulder. “Y ou will see soon enough. And don’t worry. It' snot your lifel
need. Seep well, with my promise that no more indignitieswill be visited upon you.”

Alec held histongue. Y hakobin's promises didn’t count for much.



CHAPTER 21

Distractions

THERO PUSHED THE ornate scroll aside and rubbed his eyes. It had been a parting gift from
Seregil’ssster Adzriel. It was an exciting project, to be sure, but he'd just realized that he' d aready
trand ated the same passage at least threetimes and he till didn’t know what it said.

The afternoon had dipped by and the workroom was in shadow except for the light of thelamp &t his
elbow. Thero absently snapped hisfingers, lighting others around the room. Leaning back in his chair, he
stretched his stiff neck until he was staring up through the leaded glass dome above the workroom, where
the last orange and gold of the sunset il lingered.

There were magica emblems worked into the patterns of the glass up there. Ever since he cameto this
tower asaboy, he'd tried to discover exactly how many there were. After al these years, he ill came
up with adifferent count each time, depending on which way the sunlight or moonlight struck the tower.
Nysander had never solved the puzzle, either-though he was of the opinion that his old master, Arkonid,
had intentionally magicked the glazing to confound and amuse his successors. He' d created the murd in
the gitting room, too.

For the past severd days Thero hadn't been able to concentrate on anything as well ashe' d have
liked. It was Seregil’ sfault, of course. The fool had probably forgotten to break the second message
gtick. He and Alec were no doubt soaking in some luxurious Bokthersan bathhouse right now, or hunting
with Kliain thefragrant pine forests.

“You'redlowing yoursdf to fall back into bad habits,” he muttered aoud, but in hismind he heard
Nysander’ s gentle chastisements. He' d wasted years being jeal ous of Seregil-of hisfreedom and
irreverence and the deep bond he shared with the old wizard. Alec’sarrival had softened therivalry a
little, and Nysander’ s death had ended it, but old habits were hard to break.

The truth was he was jed ous of both of them right now, being in Bokthersawith Klia

Thero and the princess had become good friends in their shared exile, and what Alec had begun for
him, Kliaand the Békthersan people had completed. Thero had found away out of his emotiona
exile-given up being a“cold fish,” as Seregil loved to put it-and learned to find pleasurein smple daily
interactions with ordinary people. Especidly with Klia, though shewas far from ordinary.

He dghed, thinking of her: her good nature; the intelligence that shone in those eyes, theway her hair
swung in aheavy braid against her back at sword practice with Beka or whileriding.

He sighed again, then caught himsdlf at it. He had no illusions about his standing with her, of course.
She' d never consider him more than afriend and ally. What would an eagle want with a crow like
me?

But he was also aman who' d discovered he had a heart, and wished he hadn’t. It sometimes
digtracted him from more important considerations, like why Phoria had suddenly recalled her siter’s
loya bodyguard. For over ayear Urghazi Turmahad languished in Aurénen, apparently forgotten. Then,
out of the blue, came anew guard, al strangers, and ordersto stand down and sail home. Beka Cavish
and her riders had threatened mutiny, and had been roundly chastised by Kliafor it. Every last one of
them had wept openly asthey rode away, men and women alike.

As Thero and Kliahad grown closer, she' d findly admitted that she believed her days might be
numbered. Queen Phoria had never been close to her youngest half sister, and Klia s great
popularity-both with the army and with the people-could be construed as athreat. But Thero knew Klia
would never betray the throne. She was too honorable for that. Unfortunately, she was also too
honorabl e to disappear when she had the chance. She would obey her sister’ s summons and accept the
conseguences, whatever they turned out to be.

The day they’ d parted, Kliahad set his heart reeling when she' d kissed him on the cheek and



whispered, “ Good-bye, my good friend. If we don’'t meet again, know what you have meant to me.”

He d ridden away that day with tears burning his eyes and his heart scorched with alove that could
not be.

Giving up on the scrall, Thero climbed the stairs to the gallery and gazed out across the city-past the
dark bulk of the Palace and over the harbor to the expanse of dark blue sea.

Dark blue, like her eyesin the shadow of the forest...

There were ships on the horizon, their sails black againgt the setting sun, and he wished very badly that
he was aboard one of them, sailing south.

“Fool!” he muttered, and headed for the gardensto clear his head.

He d actualy begun to make some headway with histrandation that night and found the beginning of a
very interesting transformative evocation, when Wethis hurried in without knocking.

“Prince Korathan is downgtairs, asking for you, my lord.”

“And you left him standing there?” Thero snapped. By ancient protocol, only the queen herself could
enter the House without the invitation of one of the wizards, but thiswasridiculous. “Bring him up a
once! I'll beinthe Stting room.”

The young servant bowed and dashed out. Thero hurried downstairs to make ready for hisroyal
vigtor.

He summoned ajar of wine fromitsresting place in the snows of Mount Itheira, and set out the crysta
goblets Nysander kept for specia guests. By the time Wethis ushered Korathan in, his ssomach wasin an
uneasy knot. What except bad news would bring the prince here at this hour?

To hisrelief, Korathan did not appear to be particularly distraught as he entered. He' d put aside his
court robes and chain of office for practice leathers, and hisfair, grey-streaked hair was pulled back into
alongtall.

“Have you heard anything?’ Korathan asked before he' d even taken his sedt.

“I’d have sent word, Highness,” Thero assured him. “And so | take it that you’ ve not, either?’

Korathan accepted a cup of wine. “How long doesiit take to ride from Gedre to Bokthersa?’

“Lessthan aweek, without delays, but thistime of year they might have been caught in bad wegther in
one of the passes.”

“I see. Then you' re not concerned?’

Thero traced the edge of his cup with one finger. “Not yet. Areyou?’

“Phoriaisgrowing impatient.”

“And she expects Kliato defy her? All the princess talked of, through al those long months of exile,
was returning to fight for Skala.”

“I' know, and | believeyou. | believein her. But thelonger thiswar goes on, the more restless Phoria
becomes. She' sgoing to formally adopt Elani at the Sakor Festival.”

“Then her succession is secured and she has nothing to fear.”

Korathan nodded, looking suddenly weary. “Let’ shopeit setsthe queen’smind at rest.”

“I'll feel easer when those fools send the signdl. If they’ ve forgotten, 1’1l turn them both into rats when
they get back.”

Korathan chuckled. “Y ou don't redly believe they would.”

“No, of course not. But it’ s better than the dternative.”

CHAPTER 22

Alchemy

IN SPITE OF Y hakobin’s assurances the night before, Alec sensed trouble when Ahmol failed to
arrive with his breakfast. Since he hadn’t done anything worth punishment, something was afoot.
That assumption took on more weight when the guards showed up and marched him through the



house to the workshop.

Suspicious as he was, Alec was not prepared for the sight that greeted him there.

Y hakobin was standing by the date-topped table, wearing aleather butcher’ s apron over hisrobes
and holding a short, blood-smeared knife in one bloody hand. The normally cluttered table had been
cleared and what looked like a sheep’ s somach lay therein apuddle of bright fresh blood.

I’m next on that table. Maker save me!

Suddenly Alec wasn't in the sunny workroom; he was miles and years away on that Plenimaran ship,
watching Vargll Ashnazai hack open the chest of one of hissacrificia victims. Alec had struggled then
and he struggled now, locking his knees and desperately trying to wrench free of the hard, strong hands
that held him.

But asaways, it was usdless. They pulled him into the room and kicked the door shut.

“Such afussl” Y hakobin exclamed. “ Take him through.”

“No!” Alec fought even harder asthey lifted him and carried him toward the door at the back of the
shop, the one he' d never seen open.

Helashed out with elbows and feet, and finally managed to catch the man on hisleft in the face with his
arm. The man grunted and loosened his grip just enough for Alec to jerk free, then twist his other arm
loose. He broke for the garden, but they caught him and threw him to the floor.

One of them got an arm around histhroat and held him still while Ahmol jammed the hated |eather
funnel between histeeth. Oddly enough, Y hakobin didn’t seem angry at dl as he bent down to pour
something into the funnel.

“Drink, Alec. Thiswon't hurt you. It will makeit easer.”

Alec choked and sputtered, but most of the liquid went down his throat, spreading numbness asit
went. The world went dim, then black. Hislast thought was of Seregil. I'm sorry, tali. | really have
failed you thistime.

Consciousness returned very dowly. Alec was cold, and he was lying facedown on something very
uncomfortable.

I’m not dead yet, anyway. That’ s something.

He was hanging facedown in some sort of flat metal cage suspended six or seven feet above adirt
floor. His hands and feet were shackled to the frame, his body supported by crossbars. More meta
pressed across his back and thighs. It was like being caught between two barred doors. Judging by the
way the metal dug into hisflesh, he was naked again.

He could turn his head alittle and, looking around, saw hewasin acdlar. The room was large enough
that the single torch burning by the narrow stone stairway did not light dl theway to the far wall. A
musty, damp smell hung intheair, with asour tang to it, like aroot cdlar full of spoiled fruit. Right below
him a hole had been dug, large enough to bury agood-sized dog. A mound of displaced earth lay to one
side, and a spade.

Alchemy was starting to look agreet ded like necromancy again.

Y hakobin came down the stairs, il in his gpron. Ahmol followed, carrying alarge basin.

“What are you going to do to me?’ Alec demanded, straining againgt the shackles.

“Itistimefor you to serve your purpose,” the alchemist replied. He was carrying asmall mallet rather
than the knife. “I’ ve told you many times how specia you are. Thisisthefind test.”

Y hakobin took adrop of blood from Alec’ s bound right hand and did the fire spdll. Thistimeit burned
longer, in abright fan of every color that shifted and shimmered like the nacre on the inside of a seashell.

“That isthe proof. Y ou have been purified properly, and the Hazadriélfaie blood is ready.”

“For what?" Alec gasped, struggling harder againgt the restraints.

Y hakobin reached under his apron and took out what appeared to be tap and stopcock, like atavern
keeper would knock through abarrel bung to serve his beer. But this one was far too smal for that, just
afew incheslong, and made of gold.

“You've seen my refining vessdls,” the achemist went on. “But they are not aways made of glassor
clay. Your strong young body isthe fina dembic for this process. Inyou, | have carried out the seven

steps.”



Ahmol knelt and tipped the contents of the basin into the hole. It was the somach Alec had seen
earlier. Both gut holesweretightly tied up with black cord, and it was covered in black symboals, like the
ones he' d seen on the amulets. There was something insde that madeit bulge.

“Y ou must have thought me very odd, for gathering your various essences; now you see the purpose.
In this bag, together with various mundane e ements, are your tears, your hair, your blood, and the
spendings of your loins, mixed with sulfur, salt, and quickslver, the water of life”

“Kitchenmagic,” Alec snarled, covering hisrising fear with bravado. “ It soundslike afoul pudding
you' ve put together.”

Y hakobin smiled as he stooped under the edge of the cage with the golden tap and the mallt.

Alec could only hang there and scream as the achemist drove the sharp end of the tap into his chest.

CHAPTER 23

Treachery

IT WAS TOO soon to look for hiskinsmen’ sreturn. Riagil i Molan had no reason for concern until a
trader of the Akhendi clan named Orin i Nyus brought him ahandful of bloodstained Gedre sen’ gai, an
earring that belonged to Aryn with awizened bit of flesh dtill clinging to the silver hook, and a Skalan
gorget.

Herode out at the head of a search party that same day, with the Akhendi astheir guide. The trader
led them aday and a half up the coagt, to alittle ravinein awooded pass. He d seen the crows circling
over it, he explained, and followed them to the pile of stripped bodies piled by a stream at the bottom.

Arynwasthere, with the rest of the escort. Of Seregil and histalimenios, however, there was no sign.

“Could they have donethis, Khirnari?’ his cousin Nurien asked, with one hand over his nose to block
out the stench.

The old man bent to examine the bodies more closdly. In addition to sword wounds, he found the
stumps of broken-off arrows in most of them. He pondered thisfor amoment. Then, asking his
kinsman' sforgiveness, he cut one of the broken shafts from Aryn’sbody. The barbed, intricately incised
sted head was unmistakable. “ Thisisthe Zengati work.”

Nurien shook hishead. “Savers, thisfar inland, and thisfar east?’

“It'slessthan aday’ srideto the seafrom here,” Orin i Nyus pointed out. “They could have put in at
any of adozen smuggler’scoves”

Riagil nodded and turned to wash his handsin the stream, aready composing aletter to Queen Phoria.

CHAPTER 24

A Change of Scenery

“I MUST SAY, I liked my previous accommodations much better,” Seregil croaked, licking blood
from agplit lip. llar had findly made the mistake of thinking him tamed, not realizing how much of
Seregil’ s strength had returned. He d visited him that afternoon without having his pet prisoner drugged
fird.

Seregil had looked up out of habit as soon as the door opened, expecting Zoriel. But it wasllar
instead. Seregil was on hisfeet with his hands around the bastard’ s neck before either of them guessed
he was going to attack. In the blink of an eye, he had llar on the floor under him, digging histhumbsinto
the man’ swindpipe under that golden collar and watching his eyes bulge.

Looking back on it now, Seregil had to admit that it hadn’t been the wisest course of action. If it had



just been the two of them, hisrage might have carried the day. But naturaly, the coward had guardsjust
outside the door, and they’ d made short work of Seregil, hard as he' d fought. To his credit, it had taken
three strong men to pry him off llar. Thelast of his strength was gone by then, leaving him with no choice
but to curl up like apill bug as they beat and kicked him unconscious. He did, however, have the
satisfaction of seeing llar hanging back, clutching histhroat and looking suitably shaken. Seregil would
have much preferred him on the floor dead, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

It had been early afternoon then. When hel d cometo in this cold little cdll, the light through the single
tiny window was colored with the danting glow of sunset.

They'd left him hisdave srobe, at least, but the brick floor under him was damp and cold and his
collar was digging into the Sde of his neck. His abused body fdt like it was stuffed with broken glass as
herolled dowly onto his back and tried to take stock of his new surroundings before helost the light.

It was atask made more difficult by the fact that there appeared to be two of everything: two
windows, somewhat overlapped; two doors, both sadly lacking an inner handle or lock hole; two smelly
dop buckets againgt onewall; and, againgt the other wall, aweirdly elongated deeping pall&t.

When hetried to sit up, his head threatened to explode, so he quickly gave that up. Instead, he forced
himsdlf back over onto his belly and crawled to the pallet, which drifted frustratingly in and out of focus
and ingsted on bobbing like aboat on thetide.

Hemadeit at last and dragged himsdlf onto it. There were afew faded quilts and a dented pillow. As
tempting asit wasto just collapse on top of them, the room was already too cold for that. Whimpering a
little, he used up the last of his strength to crawl under the covers, face crushed into the pillow.

Suddenly he was surrounded by the scent of Alec, stale, but unmistakable. Alec had dept in this bed,
thiscdl!

“So thisiswhere you' ve been, tai,” he whispered, sniffing the quilts and finding traces of hislover's
scent there, too-musk and swest and unwashed hair. He let out a hoarse noise caught between alaugh
and asob and pressed his bruised face to the pillow again. “But where are you now?’

The double vison warned of abad head wound. He dragged himsdlf up with his back to thewall and
pulled the quilts up to his chin, trying very hard to quedll the nauseaburning in histhroat. He pressed his
cheek to the cold wall, hoping it would help. He found if he sat very, very ill, hedidn’t fed quite so
much likedying.

Sop whining and think!

But thinking turned to Alec, and those thoughts soon turned to worry. Wherein Bilairy’ s name was
he?

He' d been struck on the head before, with smilar effects, and Micum had gone to greeat lengthsto
keep him from degping, claming it was dangerous. Seregil had no one but himsdlf to rely on thistime and
it was difficult. His body kept trying to betray him. Time and again he caught himsalf nodding off, and
paid for it with pain and nausea when his head snapped up. Would dawn never come?

It was till dark when afaint scratching at the door awoke him from another light doze. He' d been
dreaming that he was in bed with Alec back at the Stag and Otter; in his confusion he tried to get up and
go to the door, thinking it must be the damned cat wanting to belet in.

Moving, however, proved aworse idea than ever. His bruised muscles had stiffened while he dept;
even this dightest movement was too painful, and his head fdt like an inflated bladder on astick. He gave
up. “What do you want?’

The scratching became a soft tapping, brief and faint.

“Whoisit?” he demanded moreloudly, wondering if he wasin fact addressing arat.

“You are Seregil, of Bokthersaclan?” awoman whispered in Aurénfaie. “ Come to the door.”

Hetried again, but the prospect of dragging himsalf across the floor was too much right now. Hewas
gtill seeing double and fdlt dizzy just raising hishead. “1 can’'t. Who are you?’

“Zorid sent me. Shefearsfor you.”

“Tel her I'mfine” Hewaited, but there was no response. “Please, whereis the young man who was
here before me?’

Again slence. He waited, but his mysterious visitor was gone. Why hadn’t he asked about Alec first?



In the back of hismind lurked the very red possibility that Alec was gone from the house-sold off, or
dead-
Focus, damn it! You’ ve gotten out of wor se scrapes than this.

Then again, he didn’t redly know what sort of scrape he' d landed in just yet. Alec had been kept
here, and the few timesthat Seregil had seen him in the garden, he’ d looked well enough.

He stared up into the darkness, assessing the strange, brief conversation. He was surprised that the old
woman cared enough to ask after him. And it seemed she' d had to convince athird party to do it for her,
and apparently at somerisk. Hisvisitor had spoken Aurénfaie, meaning either she wasadave or that
someone intended for him to believe shewas.

Dawn found him still awake. Using thewall to brace againgt, he managed to get on hisfeet and limp
around the confines of the little room, trying to work some of the pain from hisbody. Hisvison was
better now, at least.

A thorough search left him depressed and disappointed. Whoever had built this cell had known what
he was doing. There wasn't adamn thing he could make use of, unless he could take down the guards
with the pail. Which wasn't completely out of the question.

Time passed and no breakfast appeared. Forcing himself up again, he searched again, looking closely
at every inch of the place. While examining the door, he came across the scratched names. Khenir’ swas
there, and Alec's, too. Seregil traced the awkwardly incised lettering with the tip of hisfinger, then added
his own besideit, in case they changed placesagain. “I'll find you, tali. Hold on.”

Hewas given no food or water that day. No one came near him at al. That night he moved the pallet
acrossto the door, hoping his unseen visitor would come again, but the night passed in silence.

Thefollowing morning a sullen man brought him a pitcher of water and astale crust of bread, but no
water for washing. Seregil ate sparingly and was glad when they had noiill effect.

Hewasn't o lucky that evening. The morning meal had been too smal, and by suppertime he couldn’t
resst the temptation of warm bread and cheese. Nor was he surprised when the numbness of the drug
sole over him again. He amost welcomed it, assuming that it meant Ilar would soon arrive to taunt him.
Perhaps he could get him to let dip where Alec was. If nothing el se, it was good not to bein quite so
much painfor awhile.

He' d guessed right. llar gpproached him more carefully thistime. It amused Seregil, but he wastoo far
goneto laugh. Lying there, helpless and numb under the quilts, he noted with satisfaction the bruises
showing on llar’ sthroat above the neck of hisrobe. He could make out the marks of hisown fingerson
the pale flesh behind the golden collar.

Just give me another chance to finish that job.

Ilar squatted down by the pallet and gripped him by the hair, giving his head a painful shake. “I
suppose you're very proud of yoursdlf.” His normaly deep voice wasthin and raspy. “ Still the samelittle
monster | remember. | should have known. Fortunately for me, that garshil of yoursis moretractable.”

“Alec. Sname sAlec.” Seregil mumbled, anger cutting though his daze. People had called Alec that in
Aurénen, too: mongrd. It wastheworst of insults, and he was't surprised to hear it on llar’ slips.
“Where-?’

llar gave him a sour smirk, then stood and waved to his escort. The men pulled the blankets from the
pallet, fastened a heavy chainto his collar, and dragged Seregil unresisting from the room.

Walking was out of the question. He could barely hold his head up. His bare feet scraped over cold
brick asthey passed along anill-lit corridor outside. At the end of it they carried him up anarrow dair,
and through a very fine courtyard paved with a black-and-white mosaic. Asthey passed along,
rectangular fountain, he caught sght of avelled woman with two smdl children, watching him from thefar
Sde

Shewas’faie and Khatme, too. There was no mistaking the clan markings on her face above the veil.
How had the davers gotten hold of one of that clan? Perhaps she' d been atraveler, or amerchant.

She pulled the children close as they passed, but Seregil didn’'t missthe dight nod she gave him.
Perhapsthiswas hisnight vistor?

Hetried to flex hislimp arms and legs as they dragged him down abroad stair into adifferent court,



but his body was dead weight in their hands.

They stopped at the door of an outbuilding and Ilar grabbed him by the hair again. “I' m going to do
you agrest favor. Infact, I’ m probably granting your most heartfelt wish. | do hope you' Il show me some
gratitude afterward.”

Seregil’ sheart beat faster asthey took him through alarge, sunny workshop. The large athanor
dominating the center of the room and various aembics steaming away on atable suggested dchemy. He
didn’t have timeto form much of an impression otherwise; his handlers wrestled him roughly through
another door on the far side of the room and down a staircase. It stopped at alanding where there was
another door, then continued down into acellar below.

It stank of damp earth and blood here, and something ese he couldn’t identify. It was sweet, but with
an underlying stench of decay, like moldy apples.

The men lowered him to his knees, but kept agrip on hisarms, holding him upright. His head lolled
limply, but his eyes quickly adjusted to the dim light cast by asingle lamp, and he saw that part of the dirt
floor had been disturbed. There was loosaly mounded soil there and, as he watched, a drop of something
dark and gligtening fell onit. Asthe droplet sank in, something undernesth the soil moved.

“Ah, | see you' ve brought your friend to visit,” adeep, cultured voice remarked from somewhere
across the room. The words were Aurénfaie, but the accent was Plenimaran.

“Yes, llban. Thank you for dlowingit,” llar replied.

[Iban. That wasthe Plenimaran word for magter.

Seregil turned hishead dightly, wanting to see what sort of man owned llar. He managed a glimpse of
atall, robed figure on the far sde of the disturbed earth-the alchemist, perhaps-and another, taler manin
black.

The loose earth heaved again, and Seregil was suddenly afraid of what might be about to emerge.

“Why...?" he managed to croak.

“I was hoping you would ask,” Ilar rasped. “Let him see”

His keepers released him and Seregil dumped forward in an ungainly hegp. The cloying stench of the
damp earth againgt hisface was overwhelming. He gagged, then let out a startled grunt as they turned him
over onto hisback. He found himsdf staring up at some sort of grillwork suspended from the beamed
celling. No, heredlized as his eyes adjusted to the light; acage.

Ilar lifted atorch closeto it and Seregil let out alow whine.

Alec hung there, splayed facedown and naked. His eyes were closed and his face was dack and
desthly pale. He wasthin, too. Seregil could count hisribs through the bars.

Oh lllior, he'sdead! Seregil thought in despair, but then saw that thiswas not so. Corpsesdidn’t
bleed.

There, in the center of Alec’s chest, wasatiny metd tap, just large enough to funnel adow, steedy fall
of blood, drop by dow, smal drop. Every time a drop landed on the mound of earth, whatever horror
lay beneath moved in response, asif it shared a pulse with Alec.

“Killing...him!” Seregil whispered between suddenly chattering teeth.

“I promiseyou, | am not,” the robed man assured him. “If my labors here prove fruitful, | will be
keeping your friend divefor avery long time. Hewill be my precious and most prized alembic, brewing
wondersfor me. At the moment, I’ m keeping him comfortable and adeep.”

Asif he'd heard, Alec suddenly stirred in his bonds. His hands clenched and his eyes moved behind
closed lids, making hislashes quiver.

“Alec!” Seregil croaked.

Alec’ seyesremained closed, but his cracked lips moved. No sound issued, but Seregil was sure they
formed theword “tdli.”

Ilar leaned over him, gloating. “And it’ sall thanksto you, Haba. If not for you, I’d never have known
thisboy existed. | wanted you to see what' s become of him and show you that you are helplessto stop
it

Seregil glared up a him. “Kill...you!”

“This one has spirit, too,” the alchemist observed in Plenimaran. Seregil kept very ill, not letting on



that he understood. “1 wonder if he' d be any useto me? Which clanishe agan?’

“A Bokthersan, Master.”

Seregil gritted histeeth, imagining himsdf hanging inacagelike Alec's.

“But | don't know if he’ s strong enough, Master,” llar murmured. Seregil couldn’t see hisface but
caught adigtinct hint of hegtation.

“Nonsense. A little bloodletting won't hurt him. And do | need to remind you that until | seefit to free
you, both you and he are mine to do with as | choose?’

“No, llban!” Ilar replied, obsequious again. “ Kheron, take him up at once!”

“Wait.” The man in black, who'd remained silent until now, looked more closdly a Seregil. Nudging
him with the toe of hisboot, he asked, “ Thisis the one who killed Duke Mardus?’

“SolI'mtold.”

“He should be executed, though | suppose he did us al afavor in the end. Ambitiousfoolslike
Mardus aways end up asliabilities. He did have his uses, though.”

“| assureyou, Your Grace, thefate of this’ faie will not be an easy one.”

“Seethatitisn't.”

“Take him up!” the master ordered, and one of the guards hoisted Seregil in hisarmsand carried him
upstairs to the workshop. Seregil cast alast desperate look back at Alec, cursing his own helplessness.

Once upstairs, he was placed facedown on a date-topped table, with hisleft arm over the side. The
guards held him, and the alchemist nicked avein in Seregil’ swrist and held his hand over abowl,
collecting hisblood. While thiswas going on, he and Ilar talked casualy over Seregil, asif heweren't
there, till spesking Plenimaran.

“Hegtinks, Khenir.” Apparently Ilar’ s master didn’t know hisreal name. “I thought you' d been taking
better care of him.”

“It'spart of his punishment, Magter, for attacking me.”

“Ah, | see. Well, | supposeit’s more humane than the prescribed flogging.”

“I hate to mark him, Master.”

“Heisaparticularly fine-looking specimen, even for a’faie. Y ou could set yoursdlf up quite nicdly,
contracting him to the breeders.”

“Perhaps when I’ m done with him, Magter.”

The master bent to look at the back of Seregil’ s hand. “Hm. Another smple tattoo. The boy has one
aswedl. What do you know of these?’

To Seregil’ ssurprise, llar replied, “Nothing, 11ban. My clan didn’t use such marks. How faresthe
rhekaro?’

You lying bastard! Seregil nearly laughed. Asusud, Ilar was playing his own game, even againg the
master he professed to worship. And he' d changed the subject nicely, too. He' d probably have made a
good nightrunner.

“Asyou saw, it quickens nicely,” the master replied, nonethewiser. “1 expect it will be complete by
tomorrow. The moon phases have been more of afactor than the trestises led me to believe. Or perhaps
it' sthe boy’ s mixed blood. Whatever the case, I'm glad, for heisn't as strong as |’ d hoped. He' s not
dirred in over aday.”

Seregil closed his eyes, feding more desperate than ever. They werekilling Alec, and for what? He' d
never heard the word “rhekaro” and had no ideawhat it meant, except that it was probably whatever
unclean thing was moving about under the dirt, fed with histalimenios sblood. Given the presence of the
nobleman here, thiswasn’'t just some minor experiment and yet the bastard spoke ascamly of it as
Nysander might of some interesting spell he was working on.

“Do you know yet if the rhekaro will yield what you hope, Master?”’

The dchemigt chuckled at that. “ Are you redly in such ahurry to leave me?” When llar said nothing
the man patted his shoulder. “ Don't worry. Something has quickened, and | will kegp my word. If dl
goes aswe hope, | will emancipate you.”

Ilar stroked Seregil’ shair. “And thisone will truly be mine, Master?’

“Y es, though why you should want such awild and dangerous creature as that is beyond me,



especidly onethat has betrayed you in the past.”

“I look forward to breaking him, Magter.”

Seregil bit theinside of hislip. Oh, | will kill you slowly!

“Hmm. Y ou know, Khenir, some wild things are meant to be tamed, rather than broken.”

The achemist wrapped abandage around Seregil’ swrigt, then sniffed the blood in the bowl and
dipped hisfinger init. He rubbed it between histhumb and forefinger, like he wastesting silk, then the
smear burgt into abright blue flame. “Y es, that’ s good strong western blood in those veins. A
Bokthersan, you say? They make very strong dra gorgos, | hear. | know of several necromancerswho'd
pay wdl for aflask of this. Y ou might make a bit of a profit on him that way, until he s managesble. | will
giveyou letters of introduction.”

“Of course. You are the kindest of masters, and the greatest of alchemigts.”

So | wasright! thought Seregil. That explained the tidy workshop. He d dways understood them to
be benign, like wizards, but what he' d seen in that cellar spoke of darker workings. He hoped Ilar and
his master would speak more of Alec and whatever this rhekaros thing was, but it seemed they were
donewith him for now. The achemist looked down a him for amoment with something like pity in his
dark eyes. Seregil marked him for desath, too.

“In the meantime, | think 1 will try afew experiments of my own with this.” He set the bowl asde and
covered it with awhite cloth.

“Of course, Master. Heisyours, to do with asyou please.”

For now, thought Seregil, sensing something other than abject respect in llar’ svoice again. Perhaps
the deal between them wasn't such asure thing, after al.

“If I may, Magter, might | have some more of the rosefish dixir? It savery great help in handling him.”
The dchemist took asmall flask from ashelf and handed it to llar. “Mind you don’t use too much on
him. Only in small dosesisit safe. | do hope you will remember what you have learned herein my house.

Inthe end it isonly kindness that wins them over-though afirm hand is necessary, aswell.”

Ilar bowed deeply. “In you, | have had the best of teachers, Master.”

“Perhaps. But remember, too, that some can never be broken, and sadly, they must be put down to
preserve the public safety. The penaltiesfor harboring adangerous dave are severe, and more so for
freedmen.”

“I will be careful, Master. Thank you for your concern. Martis, Kheron, bring him back to his
chamber. | will betherein amoment.”

Seregil’ s kegpers had names, now, though he had no idea who was who.

The dixir was wearing off. He had strength enough now to twist in their grip, looking for Ilar, who was
following close behind. “What ishe doing to Alec?” Seregil wanted to ask what arhekaro was, but that
would tip hishand.

“A great work. Heis creating something beautiful and useful from that half-breed of yours. Y ou should
be proud.”

“Liar!”

llar smiled. “Not thistime, dear Haba.”

They carried Seregil back to his cell under the house and deposited him on the pile of quilts.

Ilar had them unhook the chain from Seregil’ s collar, then hold his head steady asllar forced afew
drops of the eixir between Seregil’ s clenched teeth. “ Come now, it will be so much easier for you, this
way.”

“It” was probably going to involve the horseman’s crop llar was holding under one arm, Seregil
decided with a certain weary resignation.

The numbness spread through him, different than what he' d felt earlier. He couldn’t move, but
unfortunately, he could till fed perfectly well asllar drew hishead into hislap and stroked the hair back
from Seregil’ seyes. “1 must admit, | had begun to have thoughts of taming you nicely, as my master
suggested. When you were adeep dl those days, | wastaken in by that face of yours, just as before. But
you' ve shown your true colors again, haven't you? | should thank you for bringing me back to my
Lenses.”



“’r welcome,” Seregil whispered, trying to summon a decent sneer. Hislipswouldn’t cooperate.

[lar laughed. “ Do you know what | dreamed of, through all these years of shame? | hoped that one
day you would suffer as| have suffered, and, my dear Haba, that day has come.” He smiled and stroked
Seregil’ s cheek again. “You'relucky | don't want to mark that fine skin of yours any more than it already
has been.”

Seregil could not fight back when the men turned him over, and his screams were weak and hoarse as
Ilar beat the soles of hisfeet with the crop. It went on for sometime, until the pain cut through the effect
of the drug and he finally managed to struggle alittle, trying to escape the torture.

Ilar relented and tossed the crop to one of hismen. “That’ s enough to start. Know, my dear Seregil,
that I’ ve endured far worse. And so shdl you, before I’ m done.”

Seregil wasfeding remarkably clearheaded now, and full of the strange elation that comeswhen pain
ceases. “Y ou want fear from me, or sympathy?’ he durred thickly. “ Go fuck adog.”

Ilar kicked him onto his back and rested a dipper-clad foot heavily on Seregil’ s chest, making it hard
to breathe. “ Fucking is something el se they took from me, Haba, long before | came to this house. Will
your friend gill want you when you' ve been gelded, | wonder? What will you haveto offer him then?’

With that he swept out of the cdll, leaving Seregil to curl up in abal in the darkness, hands clenched
protectively between histhighs.

Gelded? Panic cut through the pain and lingering effects of the drugging, and an hystericd little laugh
escaped hislips. Poor bastard. No wonder you' re so bitter. Slavery was bad enough, and the abuse,
but to have your manhood taken, too? And now he’s planning the same for me. He knew it was no
idlethreet.

Hewas cold, and still too numb to get himsalf under the covers. Hisfeet burned and felt like they might
be bleeding. With alittleflailing and grabbing, he managed to pull acorner of the quilt over his chest and
looked for comfort in Alec’ sfading scent on the fabric. What would you do, tali, if they did do that to
me? The thought was sickening, but even so, he knew in his heart that Alec would never turn hisback on
him, any more than hewould if Alec had suffered the same plight. Not that it made the thought of having
his own favorite parts cut off any less horrifying.

But even that fear paled in comparison to the Sight of Alec hanging in that cellar. Regardless of the
achemist’ sreassurances, it looked like they were dowly bleeding him to degth.

Slegp wouldn't come, and so he had no defense from his own wandering thoughts.

If it weren’t for you, Haba, I’d never have known he existed.

Remorse overwhelmed him again, closing afist around his heart. It wastrue. He' d put Alec on the
road to that cage the night he’ d found him in that northern dungeon. Seregil had aways claimed not to
believein fate, but now he wasn't so certain. And if that had been fate, then what of the rest of hislife?

llar said | wasn't meant to kill that Hamani. And if | hadn’t? He lay there along time, cold and
sad and aching, pondering the question in away he hadn’t before. The Haman had drawn sted firgt. If
he' d only shouted, or grabbed for him, would the boy Seregil had been then till have drawn awespon?
llar called him amongter, blaming Seregil for al that had happened to him since, whatever that had been.

Just like | do him.

He quickly quashed that thought. They were nothing dike!

It's not my fault! If he hadn’t seduced me in thefirst place-

Then what? he wondered for the first time. Would he ever have known Nysander, or Micum? Or
Alec? Hethought of dl that had befallen hisfriends, for having known him. The chainsof fate, or plainill
luck, hung heavy on him.

They'd all have been better off without me. Thethought dipped ingdioudy across hismind before
he could crushit.

“Stop your damn whining!” he muttered angrily. There was only one thing he could afford to dwell on
right now, and that was how to get out of thiscell and get Alec away from that madman.

And kill Ilar, he amended with adark, crooked grin. I’ [l show himwhat a monster really is!



CHAPTER 25

Rhekaro

“ALEC? ALEC, OPEN your eyes.”
Khenir?

Awareness returned dowly. Gradually, and in no particular order, Alec redlized that he was no longer
hanging facedown, that the center of his chest hurt like abitch, that he was warm, and that he was very
hungry and thirdty.

The sour, earthy smell was il al around him, but so was the unexpected aroma of cooked mest. He
forced his eyes open and found that he was wrapped in warm blankets and propped in a corner of the
cdlar. Khenir kndt beside him, holding amug to Alec’slips.

Alec drank, and nearly wept with relief astherich sdty taste of mutton broth flooded his mouth. He
gulped franticdly, dribbling down his chin, until Khenir pulled the cup away.

“Sowly now. There' sno need to make amess.”

“Morel” Alec rasped, and was amazed at the effort it took to speak.

Khenir let him drink again, and the warmth spread through Alec’ sbelly and limbs. He dipped ahand
under the blanket to where his chest hurt and found asmall scab there, between two of hisribs, right next
to his breastbone.

Memory flooded back-Y hakobin approaching with the golden tap and the hammer. Alec clenched a
hand in the blankets, shuddering, but grateful to be lying here now, evenin this cdlar. Anything was better
than hanging in that cage.

“How long?’

“Four days,” Khenir replied. “llban is very pleased with you.”

“Indeed | am,” Y hakobin said, coming down the stairs with alarger lamp. Duke Theriswas with him.
Ahmol and one of Alec’' swardersfollowed, carrying small spades.

Asthey approached, the light spread, and Alec saw that where Y hakobin had buried the foul bag, the
earth was now mounded and moving.

“What is that?" he whispered.

“Let’'ssee, shdl we?’ Y hakobin replied.

The two servants removed the top layer of soil, then stepped back. The alchemist knelt by the heaving
pile and gently began brushing the loose soil asideto reved the strange, eastic mass beneath. The duke
looked on from adight distance, covering hisnosein distaste.

The sheep’ s stomach was swollen, and darkly mottled with decay. Ahmol assisted his master and as
they uncovered more of it, Alec could see trange protrusions under the flesh-odd, moving lumpsand
bumps.

Y hakobin gripped the covering and tore it open, releasing ahorrid stench. Alec gagged, and Khenir
and the duke buried their nosesin their deeves, eyeswatering.

A smdll, grime-smeared hand thrust up through the opening and clutched at Y hakobin'swrist. It was
perfectly formed, even to the fingernails, but glowed an unnaturd fish-belly white under aglistening layer
of filth.

Y hakobin said something softly in his own language, and reached deeper into the foul sack to lift
out...A child.

“Maker’smercy!” Alec made awarding sign under the blanket.

It was curled tightly in upon itself. He could see nothing from his place in the corner but the curve of a
thin back, and a sodden mass of white hair.

Y hakobin cradled it in the crook of one arm and turned to show the duke itsface. It wasamost like a
redl child, but softer, asif it wasn't fully formed yet. The cat-danted eyes were tightly closed, and both
arms were wragpped acrossits chest. The alchemist dipped afinger into its mouth and scooped out some
sort of clear dime, then turned it thisway and that, frowning abit.



“What' swrong, Ilban?’ Khenir asked.

“The oldest treatises described wings, but this has none. Oh well, it saive, and appears suitable
otherwise. Now you must play your part again, Alec. Bring him closer.”

Alec shrank back in his corner, too wesk to fight. Khenir got an arm around his shoulders and
whispered closeto hisear, “Do as |lban says, please!”

“N- no!” Alec gasped. “Don’'t! Why are you helping him?’

“Because heisour master,” Khenir replied, dragging him the rest of the way across the packed earth
floor.

“Don't beafraid, Alec,” Y hakobin said, drawing out the hated bodkin. “I only need adrop.” He gave
Ahmol an order. The dave grabbed Alec’' s clenched left hand, pried the forefinger loose, and then held it
Steady. Y hakobin stabbed the tip and pulled the bleeding finger down toward the white cresture’ s mouth.

Alec struggled harder, but it was no use. Those colorless lips closed around his finger and sucked, like
aninfant at the breadt. It had fdlt just like thiswhen L uthas had sucked on hisfinger for apacifier.

Thething's eyes opened wide, and Alec was stunned to see that they were the same dark blue as his
own but empty asadoll’s. “What isit?’ he gasped.

“A rhekaro, Alec. A being created through alchemy.”

The rhekaro thing released Alec’ sfinger and he wrenched his hand away in disgust, clutching it to his
chest. Therhekaro dowly uncurled and wobbled to its feet.

It was no larger than afive-year-old child, perfectly formed in every way, except for the white skin
and matted mass of white hair, and the lack of genitas between itsthighs. Once on itsfest, it just sood
there beside its creator, without the dightest hint of animation in its expression.

“Why would you cregte such athing?” Alec asked, aghast. There was something horribly familiar
about that blank mask of aface.

“That isnot your concern. Y ou can take him to the bedchamber now, Khenir. See that he' s properly
bathed and fed. | won't be needing ether of you tonight.”

Khenir got Alec on hisfeet and tried to help him limp away toward the Sairs. After afew steps,
however, Alec' slegs gave out under him. One of the guards carried him up the Sairs.

Alec suffered the indignity, staring back over his shoulder at the strange white thing that had been
fashioned from his own essences.

You shall father a child of no woman...

“No,” Alec whispered brokenly. O please, Illior, Dalna, don’t let this be the meaning! He knew
why that thing' s face had looked familiar. The same visage had looked up at him from the washbasin
when hewas smdl. The thing looked like him!

They reached alanding and stopped at adoor there. More stairsled up to an open door. Through it
he could see the dried carcasses and bags hanging from the workshop celling.

Khenir took out akey and opened the door. Beyond lay aroom very much like the one Alec had
been kept in al these weeks, one that must be directly under some part of the workshop upstairs. This
cdl had aproper bed againgt the far wall and asmall bathing tub full of steaming water.

Khenir had the guard carry Alec straight to the tub and lower him into it. “Y ou don’'t smell very good,
my friend.” He handed Alec arough cloth. “Wash yoursdlf. I'll go fetch your supper.”

He and the guard went out and Alec heard the key grate in the lock.

The tub wasn't large enough to stretch out in. Huddled there with his knees under his chin, he dipped
the washcloth and scrubbed weskly at hisface and chest, then squeezed it over his greasy, tangled hair,
longing for adiver of soap. A little lantern on ahook by the door cast awarm glow over the room. Alec
was glad of that; he couldn’t have stood being locked away in the dark.

It was no use. He didn’t have the strength to do any more. Leaning back againgt the side of the tub, he
tucked his chin to get alook at the wound on his chest.

It wastiny, and seemed to be healing well. The skin around it wasn't even bruised. He wondered if the
golden tap had gone al the way to hisheart, and if Y hakobin's strange purifications had aided the
heding.

He turned and scrutinized the door. This one had akeyhole! Alec’slips stretched in athin, dightly



crooked grin as he looked around again at the host of new possibilities the sparse little room offered to a
trained eye.

His gaolerswere getting careless.

Khenir returned with atray, towels, and alarge book under one arm. He set them on the bed and
locked the door from the ingde, then knelt by the tub.

“Isthat more meat?’ Alec asked hopefully.

“Yes. Do you need some help?’ Khenir asked, noting the abandoned washcloth.

Alec colored and glanced away. “Y es. What did he do to me? 1 can hardly move!”

“He bled you. We gave you what nourishment we could but he kept you adeep, to make it easier on
you.”

Alec grimaced. “How thoughtful. So, do you know what that cregtureis, or what it'sfor? | thought he
said he was going to make some kind of medicine, not amonster!”

“I’'m adave, just like you. l1ban does not confidein me.” He scrubbed gently at Alec’ s back. “But he
did agreeto let me carefor you here”

“Y ou asked him?’

“Yes. And look!” Khenir rose and went to the tray, lifting abowl for Alec to see. “Boiled chicken and
turnips! And he's sent you anew book to passthetime.”

“Hemust be very pleased with me.” Alec’ s mouth was dready watering again, in spite of the broth il
waming hisbelly.

Khenir finished with Alec’ s bath and helped him into aclean robe. When Alec was settled in bed with
his back to the headboard, Khenir lifted the tray onto hislap.

Alec let out asmall moan. Besides the chicken dish, there was warm bread, awedge of blue-mottled
cheese, and amug of cider, too. But hedidn’t dare eat any of it. “What if it’ sdrugged again?’

“I'msureit’ snot,” Khenir assured him. “1 watched the cook mysalf as he prepared it. As llban said,
he doesn’t need you at the moment.”

“But when he does?” Alec cocked an eyebrow at the other man. “Will you tell me when the drugs go
inagan?

“| swear to you, | didn’t know!”

Alec shrugged, then grabbed up the horn spoon and dug in. Food had never tasted so good.

As he mopped the last precious drops of gravy from the bowl with the bread, he said without looking
up, “You have the key to thisroom.”

“Yes”

Alec let the pause that followed ripen.

Khenir' seyesfilled with fear. “By the Light, Alec, don't ask that of me!”

“But | can get away, if | get the chance. | could help you, too.”

Just then they heard the sound of footsteps crossing the workshop overhead, then the low murmur of a
deep voice.

“Keep your voice down! He Il hear you,” Khenir whispered, trembling now. “I’ ve survived thislong
with both my feet, Alec. | mean to keep them. There are dave takers out there, just waiting for foolslike
you. Not to mention the common, everyday folk who'd grab you in a heartbest, for the bounty. | told
you before; you won't get haf amile with that face of yours, and thet yellow hair. And eveniif you did, all
you' d haveto do is open your mouth and they’ d know what you are. No, don't think of it. Y ou' retoo
weak to get out of bed, much less out of the house.”

“Soyou'vejust given up?’ Alec hissed back. “I can’t! There s someone...” He caught himsdf and
held histongue. “Y ou have the key in your pocket, right?1 can makeit look like | attacked you,
overpowered you.”

“You don’t know what you're asking,” Khenir replied miserably, unable to meet hiseye. “I’m sorry.
So sorry. Go to deep.” He hurried from the room, locking the door securely behind him.

“At least you left methe lamp,” Alec muttered. With light, he could make athorough search, take the
bed apart if he had to, to find something to work the lock. Hetried to get up, but awave of dizziness
overtook him, and he fell back against the pillow. Y hakobin'sfoul blood magic had left him too week to



move.

Hiseyefdl onthetray Khenir had left behind. The horn spoon ill lay in the empty soup bowl! He
grabbed it and tested its strength between his hands. It was thick and sturdy.

Had it been an oversight, or wasthis Khenir’ sway of helping him? 1t didn’t really matter to him. Alec
found aloose seam in the Side of the mattress and dipped the spoon insde. Alittle deep and 1’1l be
fine, he thought, eyelids aready dipping down.

He dept deeply and dreamed that the door swung open and Seregil was outside, grinning that crooked
grin of hisand gesturing for Alec to hurry. He started awake, expecting the door to be open, and felt
crushed when it wasn't. He had no ideawhat hour it was, but the tray was gone. Histhroat and mouth
burned with thirst, and he was glad to find afresh pitcher of water beside the bed. He took smdl sips
until hisbelly was steady enough, then drank half of what wasleft in long, thirsty gulps.

Fedling abit better, he climbed stiffly out of bed and began asearch, looking for anything that might
help him get out of thiswretched room. The bed was solidly pegged and the bed ropes were too thick to
get free without aknife. He gave the frame afrustrated yank, then stopped, heart missing a best.

The spoon. Did | dream that, too? He hurriedly felt dong the side of the mattress, looking for the
loose seam, and found it. With ashaky sigh of rdlief, he felt the spoon’ s hard outline through the coarse
ticking.

“Thank the Light!” he whispered, leaving it there for now.

Other than that, he had a covered toilet bucket and the water pitcher.

Further searching only left him frustrated. He used the bucket, and then settled on the bed with the
spoon, trying to break it lengthwaysinto usable splinters.

Hewas ill at it when the sound of akey inthelock startled him badly. He hadn’t heard anyone
coming. He managed to stuff it back into the mattress and pull aquilt down over the rent just as the door
opened. He threw himsdlf back against the pillow and tried hard to look asif he'd just woken up.

Khenir camein, carrying acovered tray. “Ah, you're awake at last.”

“It smorning?’ Alec asked.

“Y ou missed morning by along shot and the sun’sdown again. Y ou dept the day away, my friend. |
tried to wake you earlier, but you were too deeply adeep. | have supper for you, if you' re ready.”

Alec’sbelly let out avery loud grumble as he caught the scent. A thick dice of brown bread was
covered in melted cheese, sharp and tangy. And there were two apples, and amug of tea daked with
cream.

Hefdll on the food like a starving dog again, too hungry to be embarrassed. Khenir sat on the end of
the bed and smiled, watching him. “I can bring you more. Ilban said you're to have al you want. But you
must drink al the water in the pitcher firgt, then more. Y ou gave him quite alot of your blood.”

“Gave? What will he do with me, now that he' sgot hiswhat isit caled?”

“A rhekaro. And I’'m sure | don’'t know. But he' s been locked in his shop with it since the unearthing
and hasn't esten or dept. Whatever it is, he seems enchanted by it, eveniif it doesn’'t have wings.”

“Wings? Oh yes, he said that, didn’'t he?” Alec rubbed at hiseyes. “It al seemslike something |
dreamed.”

“It'sred, Alec. Here, give methetray and I'll fetch you some morefood.”

“No, I'm full for now.” Alec lay back and threw an arm over his eyes. He wondered if he should thank
Khenir for leaving the spoon. But what if it had only been an oversight? He was't sure he wanted to
know. “1f he'sgot what he wanted from me, do you think he'll sal me to someone ese?’ The thought
had haunted him since he' d woken up.

“Oh, | don't think s0. You'refar too rare. That’sgood, though, really. Y ou're lucky your first master
isakind one. Be satisfied with that.”

Never, thought Alec, but hedidn’t fed like arguing with Khenir right now.

They talked alittle, then Khenir wished him good night, giving him aquick kiss on the brow. Before
Alec could react, he was out the door.

Shaking hishead, Alec levered himsdlf out of bed again. He was still unsteady, but too rested to deep
anymore. After afew turns around the room, he settled down to read the book while the lantern burned,



and shut hiseyeswhenit findly faled.
He did deep then, and dreamed of Seregil again, coming to save him.
“You always find me,” he said, throwing himself into hislover’s arms.
“Not always, tali. And when | don’t, you take care of yourself,” Seregil whispered in hisear.
Suddenly a screamripped the air around them. Seregil was gone, and in his place stood Alec’s
father, maimed and bloody as he’ d been the day Asengai’ s torturer finished him off.
“Father!” Alec cried out, fifteen again.

Another cry woke him and brought him bolt upright in the bed. It was coming from the workshop
overhead. Terrified and disoriented, Alec shuddered uncontrollably asthe cry came again, a
high-pitched, ragged screech, like the sound of awounded rabbit. But it was no coney Y hakobin was
tormenting up there; it was the pale creature.

Helay back againg the pillow, heart hammering under hisaching wound. It’snot a person. It'sa
monster. An abomination. It doesn’t matter.

Asthe cries grew louder and more frantic, he pressed the pillow over hisears and curled into aball,
trying to stop the rising rush of horror and pity the sounds wrung from his heart.

Unnaturd the thing might be, but hearing anything suffer like that was unbearable! And what monster
made sounds like that?

The cries subsided gradualy to childish sobbing, overlaid by Y hakobin’s low, dispassionate voice.

Isit over? Please Dalna, let it be over!

Another scream dragged Alec from the bed. He stumbled to the door and beat on it with hisfists.
“Stop hurting it, you bastard! Leaveit done.”

Mercifully, the cries did stop. Alec did dowly down the locked door and came to rest with his head
on hisknees, unable to stop shaking. He sat there on the cold stone floor, fegling more miserable and
impotent than ever.

Sncel listened to my father dying...

“No,” hewhispered miserably. “It'snot human. It snot even red-”

But the whisper of the oracle oleinto hismind again. A child of no woman...

He pressed hisfiststo histemples, shaking his head. “No! No, no, no!”

All went slent upgtairs, but he stayed where he was, straining his earsfor any sound. Presently he
heard footsteps approaching and akey thrust into the lock. He crawled away as the door swung open. It
wasAhmol.

“Ilban say come.”

Alec went cold dl over, but he was too weak to fight as the man lifted him effortlesdy and climbed the
dairsto the workroom.

The pale creature lay on the date table, its dight body bound down with wide leather straps. The
achemist was washing hishandsin abasin at the end of thetable, still clad in hisleather gpron. The duke
was there, too, looking rather ill. Two warders stood guard at the door.

“Ah, Alec. | need you. I’ ve had some unexpected complications with thisone.”

Alec approached dowly, apprehension growing with every step. He' d reached the edge of the table
before he could make himself look down &t the creature. When he did, all hisworst fearswere realized.

At some point, Y hakobin had washed the filth fromiit. Its pale skin was adull, dust grey. The matted
white hair had been cleaned and raggedly shorn. What was |eft wasn't white, after al, but the palest
glver, likemoonlight on ssamist.

But Alec only noticed those detailsin passing, focusing instead on the atrocities that had been
practiced on that little body. Where the |eft eye had been there was only a danted, empty socket,
weeping yelow fluid. Threefingers were gone from the left hand, and strips of skin had been flayed from
itsarms, legs, and chest. There was no blood, just torn white flesh, like that of afish, and alittle white
fluid. Alec’s sscomach turned over as he noted the neat row of covered jars arrayed on asmall table
besdethe dchemigt.

“Why are you doing this?’ he whispered, unable to look away from the ravaged little body. And it was
gazing back at him with its Sngle remaining eye. Alec thought he saw a sort of hopeless beseeching there,



though otherwise the rest of the face was a masklike as before. But that eye! It was so much likethat of a
red child’ sthat it broke his heart.

“How can you do this?” Alec demanded, glaring up a Y hakobin now. “Why did you makeit, just to
kill it?

Y hakobin shook his head as he wiped his hands on acloth. “1 must admit, | did not expect it to have a
voice. Thewritingsindicated quite the opposite. | can only assume that your purification was not as
successful as1’d thought.”

“This-" Alec swalowed hard. “Thisis my fault? 1’ m not the one cutting it to pieces!”

“Therhekaro isnot apet, or aplaything, Alec,” Y hakobin remonstrated gently, asif speakingto a
stupid child. “They are created to be used.”

“You cut off itsfingers. And itseye!”

“And | may accomplish great healings with them, and strong spells. Or | might have, if it was better
made. | won't know until | test them. But for now, | must ask you to give it another few drops of your
blood.”

Alec stepped back, but Ahmol was there, keeping him in place and reaching for hiswrigt.

“Y ou're so concerned with its pain. Are you saying that you begrudge it ahealing? | must know if that
much istrue. Give me your hand.”

“A heding?’ Alec clung to the only thing he' d understood so far and let Y hakobin prick hisfinger. As
before, the adchemist guided the hand to the rhekaro’ slips, and thistime Alec did not resist asthey
closed around hisfingertip.

It suckled harder thistime, and Alec felt a strange twinge run up hisarm. He' d have pulled away
ingtinctively, but for the change that happened dmost instantaneoudy.

The raw wounds on its limbs closed as he watched, leaving only the thinnest of scars. Wherethethree
fingers had been severed, tiny white buds were dready taking form, growing back like alizard’' s severed
tal.

The grey skintook onitsformer pale glow and, strangest of dl, the fine hair dso seemed to be
growing; within afew minutes, it lay like aslvery white cloud around the thing’ s heed.

The duke, whom Alec had quite forgotten about, suddenly appeared at his elbow, saying something to
Y hakobin in hushed, awed tones.

“Itisnot human, for al that it may appear s0,” Y hakobin warned, studying Alec’ sface carefully. “It
would be agreat mistake for you to think otherwise.”

“It screamed when you hurt it.”

“Metasring under the smith’s hammer. It’ s nothing more than that.” He pulled Alec’shand away.

Two blue eyesfluttered open asthe rhekaro tried to follow the finger with questing lips. The hair was
down to its shoulders now. Alec couldn't resst testing the fedl of it between hisfingers. It was silky soft,
like Gherin's.

“If you'redonewith it, it can stay with me,” he offered, remembering thistime to add, “11ban.”

The achemist raised an eyebrow at him, then chuckled softly. “Good night, Alec.” He gave an order
to his men and they escorted Alec back to hisnew cell. The smell of the cellar wafted up from below,
damp earth, old blood, and the sweet stink of the“birth.” It was amost arelief when they dammed the
door and shut out the stench of it.

Alec curled up on the bed and stared at his pricked fingertip. His blood had helped create that thing,
and now it healed it. How was that possible?

Not just hisblood, but Hazadriélfaie blood. That must be why they’ d left Aurénen and disappeared
into the north, al those centuries ago. They must have known what could be done with their blood, and
they fled, far out of reach of Zengat and Plenimar. But what was the rhekaro used for, that the Hazad
would go to such lengths to keep such things from being made? And wasit really going to be used to
make medicine for the Overlord' s child? And how? Would they cook it or boil it or drain its blood?

Oh Illior, why didn’t you warn me? What' s the use of an oracle, if not to keep something like
this from happening?

There d been no warning, though. He' d gone over the rhui’ auros s words endlessly, trying to glean



their meaning, but he couldn’t see any way they’ d hinted at such ahorror.

Pondering this, he dozed off again, only to be roused by more sounds of pain from the workshop.

He pulled the pillow around his ears, trying to shut out the pitiful cries. When that proved impossible,
he frantically pulled the horn spoon from its hiding place and staggered over to the door to inspect the
lock.

Seregil had taught him many things over the years, and among thefirst of those lessons had been
lock-craft. With histool roll in hand, he could open just about anything, but Seregil had aso taught him to
make do with what he had, and for just such Stuations asthis.

Thelock holewas smdl. He put hiseyetoit firgt, but the light was wrong to make out the workings,
and he couldn’t get even thetip of hislittle finger insgdeto fed around. He went back to the bed and
turned the horn spoon over in his hands, noting how the grain ran lengthwise down the handle. If he could
g it just so, it might yield the beginnings of a usable pick.

Upgtairsthe cries started again, wesker thistime.

Don't listen. | can’t do anything, not unless | can make this work. Just use what | have.

Sweat rolled down his face and back as he tried to break it between hisfingers, but the horn wastoo
strong. After severd fase sarts, he found that he could jam the edge of it between the bed frame and the
wall, likeavise, and usethelip of the pitcher to bend it.

The cries continued intermittently, making his heart race. As he worked, he couldn’t help wondering
what he'd do if he did manage to get the door open. In his current state, weakened and unarmed, he'd
be no match for Y hakobin's guards, or the man himself, probably. But then, head-on fightsweren't the
nightrunner way; Seregil had done hisbest to indtill that in Alec, who'd had more of atendency for honest
fights

The cries grew weaker as he findly snapped off the bowl and broke the handle into two long spines.

He held them up, inspecting the taper and thickness. Sll too big.

Hedidn't daretry breaking them again, so he settled on the floor by the bed and burnished the rough
edges againgt the stone flags. His hands began to shake and swesat stung hiseyes. To digtract himsdf, he
concentrated on recalling Seregil’ s various lessons on the subject. A bit of doggerel cameto him and ran
round and round inside his head.

A crafty nightrunner died of late,

And found himself at Bilairy’s Gate.

He stood outside and refused to knock

Because he meant to pick the lock.

Theslly little verse took him back to their old rooms at the Cockerd, sitting knee to knee with Seregil
as hetook somelock to pieces and explained how it worked. They’ d spent countlesshours at it. Some
had one pin, others had as many asfive. Others had wards or poison needlesto stick the unwary thief,
but they al could betickled open if you had the skill.

After acongderable amount of rubbing and burnishing, he had a crude tool. Going to the door, he
inserted it into thelock and gingerly felt around.

Thislock, asmple two-pinner, was hardly a chalenge, even with his makeshift tools. The horn pieces
meade little noise as he carefully probed the works. With alittle careful twiddling, he threw the tumblers
and heard each satifying click asthey fdll.

All had gone dllent upgtairs.

That doesn’t mean Yhakobin is gone, he reminded himsealf as he eased the door open and peered
around it. The low murmur of voices came from upstairs-Y hakobin’s and someone else's. Alec crept
halfway up the stairsto hear better. They were speaking Plenimaran, so he had no ideawhat they were
saying, but he recognized the other voice. It was Khenir. He was surprised at the tone: it sounded asiif
the two men were arguing about something. Khenir was using the humble “[lban,” but histone grew less
and less repectful asthe debate went on. Alec caught his own name severa times. Was Khenir arguing
on hisbehaf?

The risk wasn't worth the toss, eavesdropping on a conversation he couldn’t understand. What
mattered was that when the right moment came, he was ready and had away out!



He crept back to hisroom, locked the door, and hid the picks inside the mattress again with the rest of
the spoon bits. As helay back on the bed with his head on hisarms, trying to cam hisracing pulse, he
wondered again about the rhekaro. He hadn’t heard it making any noise. Perhaps Y hakobin would leave
it done now, having gotten whatever it was he was after fromiit.

Ahmoal shook him awake sometime later, and the guards hustled him upstairs, where Y hakobin was
waiting. Morning light streamed in through the skylights, and he could hear amockingbird trilling
somewhere nearby and the laughter of the children at play.

The date table was bare, and scrubbed clean.

“Whereisit, llban?" he asked without thinking.

The dchemist nodded toward asmall tub by the door. It was covered with acloth, and asingle hank
of slvery white hair hung out from benegth its edge.

“Oh, lllior. You killed it,” Alec gasped. One of his handlers cuffed the back of his head for such
insolence, but Alec hardly fdt it. Hefelt numb, gaze still locked on that pitiful lock of hair, remembering
the pleading look he'd seeninitseyeswhen he'd heded it.

“It was never diveto begin with,” Y hakobin told him impatiently. “I1t wasill made, besides. Quite
useless. We shdl haveto try again. Give me your hand.”

Alec tucked both under hisarmpits. “Why? So you can torture another one?’

Y hakobin struck him across the face, sending him sprawling. The guards were on him at once, but the
achemist reached for his bodkin rather than the whip.

“I don't havetimefor this. I’ ve redone my caculations, and if this proves suitable...” He jammed the
bodkin into Alec’ s sore finger and performed the flame spell. 1t burned pale lavender. “Ah, good. |
haven't lost too much ground, after al.” He paused, and Alec redlized he was staring at the dragon bite
onhisear.

“I know what that is now, Alec. Khenir confessed it to me. It's such asmall thing, and yet...? Well, no
matter. We arewherewe are.” He went to the tincture shdlf. “1 believe we can start with silver, this
time”

“No!” Alectried in vain to wrench free of the guards, but they knew histricks now, and had little
trouble holding him down on his back and pinching his nose shut as' Y hakobin leaned over him with the
funnd.

CHAPTER 26

Pride

SEREGIL HAD NO way of knowing how long Ilar had kept him drugged, but when hefinaly did
wake up in that cold little cell, he was desperatdly hungry and thirsty. His ribs were sticking out again.
The pallet under him was wet and reeked of urine.

Mine, no doubt, he thought weerily.

A wooden pitcher stood beside the bed. He rolled over and sniffed at it. Water. Not caring if it were
drugged or not, he took several gulps. It was stale but cool, and it soothed his dry throat.

His next priority wasto get away from the dirty bed. He rolled off and sorted out afew of the quilts
that hadn’t been soiled, then used the corner of one dipped in water to clean himself. His skin was sore
wherehe'd lanin hisownfilth.

Wrapping himsdf in the musty quilts, he propped himsalf up in the corner and stared &t the door. The
spot of barred light on the wdll told him it was|ate afternoon.

Alec could be dead by now.

Seregil hugged the quiltstighter around him, pondering that redlity. Whatever this rhekaro thing was,
Alec' sblood was clearly an important ingredient.

It was no secret that the necromancers of Plenimar favored 'faie blood for usein their foul magics, a



fact from which the davers made a great profit. Hadn't the alchemist said that Bokthersan blood was
used for making adra gorgos? He wondered whose life had been given for the one that had attacked
themin Aurénen.

But the dchemist aso claimed to have no intention of killing Alec. My precious alembic, brewing
wonders for me.

Seregil shuddered. Not while | have breath in my body!

Gathering his strength, he used the wall to push himself upright and then leaned on it as he walked
around the room to test his strength. He was light-headed and unsteady.

| couldn’t fight my way out of a rotten gourd!

He' d waited before, in the upstairs room, getting his strength back, and al the while Alec had been at
the mercy of the alchemist and Ilar. Now, when he knew Alec was so close by, Seregil wasright back
where he' d started-limp and useless, trapped in a cell with no means of escape. He wondered if Ilar
meant to starve him to desth thistime, but doubted it. That would end the fun too soon, and it had
sounded like he meant to savor Seregil’ s destruction.

I’ ve been in worse spots, hetold himsalf again, but was hard-pressed to think of many. At least he
wasn't bleeding and had no broken bones so far. That was to the good-though from what Ilar had said,
he wondered how long that would last. The future looked rather blesk at the moment.

Hefound himsdaf missing Zorid. She' d taken good care of him and cared enough to send that Khatme
nurseto check on him.

Hetugged absently at astrand of dirty hair. To get out of thiswretched prison, he was going to have
to use hiswits. Fighting llar was hopeless. The bastard would enjoy it. No, it wastimefor anew
srategy, and fast.

“Rhania, come pay me another vigt, won't you, my dear?’ he whispered into the gathering gloom. It
wouldn't be thefirst time he' d found a servant just as useful asany lock pick.

But it was not Rhaniawho came to him after dark, but Ilar, and he had an escort thistime. Seregil
didn’t stir from his corner. He' d had along timeto consder his options.

One of the men placed a stool and alantern by the door. The other held atray and Seregil’ s mouth
watered at the aroma of some soup made with onions and spices.

Ilar sat down and regarded Seregil with obvious ddight. “ Awake, | see. | hope fasting hasimproved
your temper?’

“| supposeit has,” Seregil replied, purposdy sounding fainter than he felt. “Please, what' s happening
to Alec?’

“I believe llban Y hakobin is preparing him to make another rhekaro.”

“Ancther?’” Seregil closed his eyes, fending off awave of very red panic.

“Yes. Thefirst onewas not suitable,” lar told him, relishing his discomfort.

“| want to help him,” said Seregil. “Isthere anything | can do that will sway you?’

“My goodness, thisisaseachange,” llar sneered. “ And why should | bargain with you?’

“No bargains” Seregil replied. “I’ll do anything you want, take any torture you like, if you can keep
that man from killing him.”

“Y ou must think me quite afool, Haba | assureyou, I'm not. | know the minute | turn my back on
you, you'll try to strangle me again, or run away. Probably both.”

“Youthink I'd leave Alec to diein this place?’

[lar pondered that amoment. “ Perhaps not, but | do find it hard to believe this sudden change of heart
toward me.”

“Y ou have my word, llar- l1lban. By the love | once had for you, and thelove | bear for Alec now.”

“Words are worthless between us, Haba.”

Seregil gathered hiswill, swallowed his pride and crawled to Ilar on hands and knees, letting the quilts
fdl awvay.

“What' sthis?’

Seregil crouched before him, kissed one dippered foot and then rested hisforehead lightly oniit. “My
lifefor his, Ilban. Please, | beg you, my lifefor his”



llar grabbed the back of Seregil’s head, fingerstwisting painfully into his hair. “ Be careful, Haba. 1 will
not be lenient with you again when you betray me.”

“My lifefor his” Seregil whispered.

“Heisnot mineto save, you know.”

“But your magter listensto you. Aslong as Alec survives, | will serveyou.”

“Y ou will serve me anyway, oneway or another.”

“I will serve without resistance.”

“A very interesting proposition, Haba, and one | will consder.” He released Seregil and shoved him
away, then stood abruptly. “Get away from me. Y ou stink.”

Seregil crawled backward, to all appearances a craven, broken man.

[lar ssood amoment longer, and Seregil could fed the man’s gaze traveling over him, suspicious, but
intrigued. “Wdl, we shdl see”

Turning to the men, he spoke in their language. “ Clean him up, and the room. If anything untoward
happens, I [l have your guts on atrencher.”

The men watched sullenly until Ilar was out of sight, then one growled to his partner, “ That arrogant
little dog' s prick! Who does hethink heis, ordering us around? By Sakor, I'd liketo put himin his place
onceandfor dl.”

“So you keep saying,” the other one sighed, pushing past him to roll up the soiled bedding. “ Count
Y hakobin would have you flogged and sold if you so much aslaid afinger on his precious pet 'faie, and
you know it. And the lickspittle will be free soon, too, and of better standing than either you or me. So
just hold your temper and wait. He' Il be gone soon enough.”

Heleaned over Seregil and wrinkled hisnosein disgust. “ This one does't seem too high and mighty,
does he?’

The other chuckled as he came over and yanked Seregil’ s head up by the hair.

Seregil was getting tired of this sort of treatment, but remained limp and passive.

“Not bad, for a’faie. Look at those eyes!”

“And that mouth,” the other rumbled, scratching suggestively at his crotch. “What do you think?
Would he squed to Khenir?’

Seregil carefully kept himsalf in check, not betraying that he understood every word. When one of
them began to unlace his breeches, however, the meaning required no words. Neither did Seregil’s
answer. He bared his teeth and snapped them together a couple of times, glaring achalenge.

The other man laughed. “Giveit up. He snot worth the besting, and | do believe he meansit. Get that
old bitch down hereto clean him. She' sbeen dl in alather over him since they put him down here.”

They got their petty revenge, taking the bedding and leaving him naked and shivering on the cold floor.
He chafed hisarms and legs as he waited. He' d have to be careful with them. As much asthey might hate
llar, they clearly enjoyed tormenting Seregil more.

They returned in short order with Zoridl and severd servants. Seregil was glad to seethey were
carrying asmal tub and buckets of water, aswell asfresh bedding.

The water wasicy, but any bath was welcome and he endured it happily as Zorid scolded him.

“I had you well again, and look at you now, young son! Y ou' re nothing but bones and bruises.”

“My madter isn't askind asyours,” Seregil replied with awry grin, wincing as she scrubbed his back
with arough cloth.

“You tried to throttle him, | heard.” Leaning close, she whispered, “ Some of us had agood laugh over
that, and not just the daves.” She dumped a can of cold water over his head and started on his hair with
the soap, saying loudly, “Don’'t you know who Khenir is? He' sthe master’ sfavorite, and soonto be a
freedman. You'll belong to him, so you' d best learn some manners.”

Seregil sniffed and said nothing. He glanced at the guards to make sure they weren't paying attention,
then murmured, “ Did you send the Khatme woman to me?’

“1 did. | heard at firg that you' d been killed, but she said she saw you being dragged down here. She
has the run of the house, morethan | do.”

“She' syour friend?’



“| suppose you could say that. It takes a Khatme awhile to warm up, asthey say. Cold astheir
mountain fai’ thast, most of them, and crafty. But she soon learned she' s no better than the rest of us,
when he came.”

“Khenir, you mean?’

“Who else? He' sady dog, that one. Smooth as sk with I1ban, and never aword to the rest of usthat
doesn't suit hisends”

“Hewasdwayslikethat.”

She paused in her washing and whispered, “He said he knew you in the past, but | didn’t believe him
at first. So hel sdragged you into davery with him, has he?’

“To get himsdlf out. It'snot me your I1ban wanted, but my friend. Have you seen him?’

“The ydlow-haired boy? Only aglimpse now and then when they’ d take him through the house to the
workshop, but not since they started keeping him there.”

“And you' ve heard nothing more of him since?’

She hesitated, then shook her head and helped him from the tub and into alarge towel. He locked
eyeswith her. “Y ou have heard something. Please, tell mel”

“Wadl, afew nights ago the most pitiful sounds came from the master’s shop.”

Seregil gripped her wrist as shetried to dry hishair. “What kind of sounds?’

“Cries,” shewhispered. “Like someone was being murdered. It could have been an animd, but it
sounded like...” She pursed her lips and blinked. “It sounded like achild! But no davethat young' s been
brought in, or any animal of late. Not that | know of, and | don’t miss much that happensin the house.
Rhaniahadn’t heard of any, either.”

Seregil sank dowly to the floor and pulled the towel around him. “A few nights? When | was brought
back here?’

“Yes”

“Bilairy’ sBdls. Isthat why helaughed at me?’

“What' sthat?’

“Nothing. Thank you, old mother. I'm grateful for al your care”

She shook her head, then bent and kissed him on the top of the head asif hewere achild. “No one's
caled methat but you, young one. Come and Sit up so | can comb out that mess of hair of yours.”

Seregil dlowed himsdlf to relax as she worked through the tangles and helped him into a clean woolen
robe. As shetucked him into bed, he even caught himself wondering fleetingly how he could take her
with him when he got out. That wasridiculous, of course, but he did fed abit guilty at the thought of
deserting her.

Alec wouldn’t leave her.

Zorid retrieved the tray that had been brought earlier and set it across hislegs. It was nothing more
than the same old lentil soup, bread, and adiver of hard cheese, but he was so famished it looked like a
feast to him. He ate the medl oneitem at atime, expecting to end up drugged sooner or later. By thetime
he finished, though, he was gtill awake and clearheaded.

Zorid carried thetray out, and the servants cleared away the bath things and took the lantern with
them.

Seregil listened to the bar fal into place, then turned on his side. The new pallet and blankets were
warmer than the last, but smelled only of fresh air and herbs, with no trace of Alec. They’d left him his
pillow, and he pressed hisface into it, seeking the lingering traces of Alec's scent.

The cries Zorid had reported had sounded like achild or an anima, she’ d said. He clutched the pillow
closer and prayed it had been the | atter.

Thefollowing day he was moved back to his upstairs room, with the view of the garden. No one came
to beat or drug him, but he knew better than to get his hopes up yet.

At llar'scommand, Seregil sat by the window that afternoon and saw him walking in the garden with
Alec, aminam asbefore. llar was holding the chain attached to a collar around Alec’ s neck, as usud,
but Alec seemed completely at ease with him. Every smile Alec gave the bastard was aknifein Seregil’s
heart, but at least it was proof that hewas il alive and well.



And he looked very well, indeed. It was difficult to tell at this distance, and it was probably only the
longing of hisown heart, but Alec seemed to have a certain glow about him. Seregil had dways found
him handsome, but he looked even more so now-afar cry from thefilthy wreck Alec had been in that
cage only afew days earlier. Now and then, though, Seregil saw his hand stedl to his chest, where the tap
had been, and the smile disappeared.

Ashewatched, overcome with yearning, Ilar suddenly turned to the window and waved up at him,
ingtructing Alec to do the same.

Seregil caught his bresth and waved back. Alec waved again, then turned away, unconcerned.

Seregil’ s heart broke alittle a that, and at the way Alec suffered it when Ilar dipped an arm about his
shoulders and led him to the fish basin. He sank back in hischair, for the first timewondering if llar was
seducing Alec, as he had Seregil so long ago. He pushed the unworthy thought away as soon asit arose,
but he couldn’t shake off a sense of foreboding.

It hurt hisprideto cdl it jedousy, so hedidn’t.

“Whoisthat?’ asked Alec, waving up at theindistinct figure behind the thickly glazed window.

“I think it must be Rhania,” Khenir replied. “That is her room.”

“Oh.” Alec waved again and thought he saw her wave back. Khenir took hisarm and they resumed
their walk. “Y ou know,” said Alec, keeping hisvoice low. “I can hear what goes on in the workshop
from my room.”

“I don’t doubt it. It'sright over your head.” Khenir patted hisarm. “It must have been very hard for
you, hearing the rhekaro cry out.”

“It washorriblel” He waked on alittle further, gathering his courage, and wondering how much he
could redlly say to thisman, friend or not. “I wish there was some way to get free, before he can make
another. Wouldn't you...”

Khenir clasped Alec’ sforearm, and ran histhumb over the shiny pink skin of the brand. “Thisisal
you are now, or ever will be, Alec. Accept that, and save your worry for yourself. That’swhat the rest of
usdo.”

“Youwouldn’'t even try to get away?’

“| told you before, I1ban is agood master. He takes good care of al of us, aslong aswe know our
place.” Helooked down ruefully at hisown brand. “1t' snot like | have anywhere elseto go.”

“Not even back to your clan?’

[lar went very quiet, then said very softly, “I’d diefirst.”

CHAPTER 27

ThePale Child

ALEC BIDED HIStime over the next few days, looking for achanceto get free. But Y hakobin was
in the workroom constantly, and otherswith him. Alec could hear the sound of themn moving about every
hour of the day and night. The achemist even brought histinctures to him down here. When Alec was
aone again he stuck hisfinger down histhroat and vomited them up again, but it didn’t do any good.
Every timeY hakobin did the flame spell, the color had changed.

Therewere no morewalks, ether, and no more invitations to tea. He waseft on his own, anxious and
frustrated. When they findly dragged him back into the cdllar, he fought harder than ever but of course, it
was no use.

Thankfully, Y hakobin drugged him again, and when he woke afew days later, weak and sore and
sck, Khenir wasthere to comfort him.

He held acup against Alec slips. Alec tasted water, took it, and drank in dow, careful sips, not
wanting to lose a precious drop.

Ashewatched, Ahmol helped Y hakobin dig up the new rhekaro and placeit on acloth. It stayed



curled up, helpless as anewborn babe. The hair and skin looked white through thefilth, just like the last
one, but thisone was alittle bigger. And just like the last one, it had no wings. Alec was dmost sorry;

he' d wondered if they were like abird's, with feathers, or just skin, like those of abat or thetiny dragons
he' d seenin Aurénen.

Y hakobin gave aterse order and Ahmol brought him the silver tincture cup. The alchemist gently pried
one of the rhekaro’s hands from its chest and pricked one smal fingertip. Something oozed out, but it
didn’t look like blood. Ingtead, it was almost clear, like water or new sap. Alec thought of the wounds on
the previous rhekaro. For dl that they looked nearly human, they had no more blood than an oak tree.

Y hakobin caught the drop in the cup and peered in. Whatever he saw pleased him, judging by the
smilethat broke across hisface. Khenir said something hushed and excited. The dchemist clapped him
on the shoulder, then wrapped the rhekaro in the cloth and carried it over to Alec, ill huddled in his
corner.

“Y ou know what isrequired,” Y hakobin said quietly, unable to take his eyes from his new creature.

Alec held out his hand-the left thistime, since the fingers of hisright hand were al soreand
scabbed-and let the alchemist prick him and place the bleeding finger to the rhekaro’slips.

Like aquesting infant, it made afew falsetries, then found the finger and sucked hard.

Alec nearly pulled away from that hunger. It felt like the thing was sucking the life from hisbody. His
arm went numb to the shoulder.

“Steady,” Y hakobin warned, clamping ahand on Alec’ selbow to keep himin place. “Thisoneis
stronger than the last-agood sign.”

The rhekaro took onelast pull, then opened its eyes and looked up at Alec. Thisone' s eyeswere not
dark blue, but asilvery grey, hardly darker than the whites around them. Like the last one, though, it
wore his own younger face, but with astronger ’faie cast to it. Alec touched its moist, cool cheek and
thought again of sadlamanders. It gazed up a him placidly.

Y hakobin chuckled. “Even you are moved by it, aren’'t you?’

“Please, Ilban, don't hurt thisone.”

“Youredly arefar too sentimentd. I’ ve told you before, it' s not a person. And you have nothing to
fear, for now. It has passed thefirst test.”

Alec looked over & Ahmol, who still held the cup. Something dark wasfloating init, but the dave
turned and carried it upstairs before Alec could tell what it was.

Therhekaro’s cool eyeswere till fixed on Alec, and he looked in vain for some sign of intelligence
there. All the same, he couldn’t bear the thought of that little body being ravaged and tormented.

A child of no woman.

His child. Looking into thisrhekaro’ sface, remembering the screams of the other asit had been torn
to pieces, his chest ached with sorrow and guilt. He thought of his picks, still safely hidden in his mattress.

It wastime.

Khenir hel ped him down to his room, where supper had been laid out. The tub had been made ready
for him, too. After hanging in that cage, Alec was dmost glad to come back hereto such smple
comforts.

Neither spoke asthe dave gently cleaned and dressed him. Alec was too tense to enjoy it, Straining to
listen for any sound of pain from above. But none came.

“ Something different happened thistime?’ he asked, sinking gratefully into bed and starting on the cold
mest and cheeselaid out for him.

“I do hope o, for your sake. Perhaps he' |l leave you doneif it iswhat hewantsit to be.”

“Maybe.” Alec took another bite of the meat. “What wasin the cup?’

The other man didn’t answer, just smoothed the blanket over Alec’ slegs.

“You saw. Tdl me!”

“The color of the water changed. | don't know what it means,” Khenir replied, not looking at him.

And Alec knew that Khenir had just lied to him. The redization weighed likeastonein hisbelly.

The door was closed; the guards were outside. “What’ sto stop him from making moreif they’ re so
important to him? How many times do you think | can go into that cage and come out dive at the end of



it?’

“Don't tak likethat, please!” Khenir begged. “If he haswhat he wants, then I’ ll beg him to make you
ahouse dave, likeme. It'snot so bad, redlly.”

Alec caught hiswrist and pulled him closer. “1 am no on€ sdave! Have you been here so long you' ve
forgotten what it isto be free?’

“Perhaps | have. But what can we do? Accept your lot and make the best of it, like the rest of us.”

Alec wanted to tell him about the horn picks hidden in his mattress. He wanted to ask for his help, and
somehow find Seregil and offer Khenir hisfreedom in return, too, but the lie earlier made him hold his
tongue and Alec said nothing as Khenir kissed his brow and took hisleave.

Just for now, hetold himsdlf, unwilling to give up yet on the only dly he had. When the time comes,
if I can help him, I will.

He reached into the hole, needing to touch the picks, his keysto freedom.

They were gone.

And hismedl tonight had come with no implements.

Stunned, he kneaded the mattress over, then turned up the edge to peer inside.

Every piece of horn was gone, the picks and al the broken bits.

Alec fdt cold and sick al over. Anyone might have been in here-the guards, Ahmol, Y hakobin himsdif.
But he knew for afact that Khenir had been.

What was the old saying? Smiles conceal knives, tali.

He curled up in atight, miserable ball under the covers, wondering what the punishment would bethis
time.

For the first time since his capture, hefelt likeadave.

The following morning he was summoned to the workshop before bregkfast. He expected to find the
alchemist ready with the whip, but instead there was atray of warm apple pastries and another pot of the
excellent Aurénen tea. Alec eyed both distrustfully, wondering what new drug they concedled.

Y hakobin laughed. “Come now, don’t look like that! Thisisaday of celebration, and these excellent
pastries are your reward.”

“For what?’ Alec asked, still wary. Wasit possible the man didn’t know about the picks, or was he
just playing with him?

Y hakobin took one and bit into it. “ See? They’ re very good.”

Alec sat down dowly on the stool and picked one up, but couldn’t make himsdlf take abite.

Y hakobin sighed, then cut hisown in half and gave the bitten part to Alec. It oozed juice and spices.
He could smell the butter in the crust. Seeing that Y hakobin ate his own portion without hesitation, Alec
took asmall bite from one corner. It was the best thing he' d tasted in weeks, and it showed no signs of
killing the dchemigt.

“I don't know what’ swrong with you today,” Y hakobin said, cutting another pastry in haf and letting
Alec choose which part he wanted.

As Alec wolfed down his second piece, the a chemist rose and went to the strange little painted tent at
thefar end of the room. He pulled open the front of it, and insde Alec saw an iron cage. Therhekaro
was huddled insde, skinny arms wrapped around its thin, sexless body.

Its hair was paler slver than the last one's, and had aready grown down to itswaist. When it looked
up and saw Alec, it let out awelird, high-pitched whimper.

“It' shungry, too. Y ou must come and feed it.”

Alec froze, and the pastry went dry in his mouth.

Y hakobin raised an eyebrow at him. “That’ s the second time you' ve shown me disrespect today,
Alec.”

Alec swallowed the mouthful he' d been chewing. “Forgive me, llban. I'm just-1 don’t know what to
make of any of this”

“That’ s better. It subsists upon your blood. That alone sustainsit.” He pulled out his bodkin. “Come
here, Alec. It'sonly afew drops. Surdly you don’t wish the poor thing to suffer?’

The words struck home. Resigned, he rose and let Y hakobin prick him, then squatted down and held



his hand in through the bars, wondering what to expect.

The rhekaro sniffed sharply, then sprang forward on its knees and clutched Alec’ s hand, sucking
greedily at hisfinger. It was startling initsferocity, and the sirength in those pae little hands. He could fed
the sharp edges of new teeth breaking through its pale gums. Shock quickly gave way to fascination.
Though nearly asbig aslllia, and better formed than its predecessor, it seemed more like an infant inits
actions.

“Doesit speak, llban?’

“Speak? Of course not! Why would it spesk?’

Rebuffed, Alec kept his questions to himself and concentrated on the rhekaro. 1ts hand was cold
agang Alec’s, but he could fed muscle and bonein al the proper places. Apart from thelack of genitas
or anavel, and itsdigtinctive complexion, it seemed human enough. It looked up at him just then, and he
could have sworniit smiled. The colorlesslips, dtill sucking, flexed alittle and itsweird Slvery eyes
crinkled dightly at the corners. Only then did Alec redize that he had been smiling at it.

Hewas relieved to see that this one appeared to be unharmed so far, except for some reddened spots
onitsfingertips.

“You useitsblood, too, Ilban?’

“What runsin the veins of thisrhekaro isyour blood, but in amore highly purified form.”

Héazadriélfaie blood, Alec thought.

“This creature’ sbody is at once the vessdl and the athanor which refinesit,” Y hakobin went on.

“What do you warnt it for, I1lban?’ he asked before he could stop himsdlf.

But the man’ s patience was at an end. “That’ s enough, Alec. It does not concern you.”

Alec went back to hiscell in adaze, the taste of the pastries fill filling his mouth. The rhekaro,
whatever it was, needed him to live, which ensured avery narrow scope for Alec’slifeif hedidn’t find
some way to get out.

And if | do escape, it will starve and die. It surprised him, how much the thought of that bothered
him.

And then there was the matter of the missing picks. Wasit possible that it hadn’t been Khenir who'd
taken them? And if not, then who had them, and why?

CHAPTER 28

Seregil FollowsHisOwn Advice

ILAR SEEMED PREPARED to take Seregil a hisword regarding his pledge. The beatings ceased,
and for severd days Seregil was|eft to himsdf, except for Zorid’ sbrief vidtsto seeto hiscare. Hehad a
few books now, and sat by the window much of each day, reading and watching for any sign of Alec.
But the garden remained empty, save for when the household children came to feed thefish.

Just when he thought he’d go mad, llar came one evening to visit him. He was dressed in afiner robe
than usua and carried ajar of wine and one cup.

“So, are you ready to make good on your pledge, Haba?’ he asked, taking the chair by the window.
“Wewill try thisfor alittlewhile: | will vist you asif you are my concubine and let you serve mewine”

“Asyouwish, llban,” Seregil said, snking to his knees by the bed, trying very hard to sound
submissive. Concubine, indeed! Bold talk for aman with no tack between hislegs.

The door remained gar, and there were several guards posted in easy earshot, lest Seregil get any
more untoward idess. If he' d been on his own, nothing could have stopped him from breaking for it right
then and there. But there was Alec to think of, and so he used every last shred of self-control he
possessed to gracefully pour and pass the cup, when every ingtinct screamed for llar’ s blood. But he
played hisrole, and played it well.

[lar drank, then reached to stroke Seregil’ s cheek as he kndlt by hisfeet. “Hmm, this does haveits



charms. Very well, then. Let’s see how long you can be agood boy.”

Seregil forced asmile. “Morewine, [lban?’

Thankfully llar asked no more of him than that, and after afew nights Seregil’ s subterfuge began to
bear fruit. llar did not trust him, and probably never would, but Seregil could be very charming when he
chose, especidly with one so eadily flattered. Little by little, [lar began to lower his guard. He spoke more
fredly, revedled abit more about Alec and what was being done to him. Evidently a second rhekaro had
been made, but Ilar seemed strangely troubled about something.

And till the door stayed open and the guards visible, and Seregil played the chastened dave and
humbly performed the tasks required, dl the while watching and listening, and biding histime.

* k%

One evening aweek or so after their truce, Ilar camein hobbling alittle and lowered himself into the
chair with care.

“Areyou hurt, Master?” Seregil asked, trying not to sound too pleased.

Ilar scowled and shook his head. “1t’ s nothing.”

“You'rein pain. What happened?’

Ilar gingerly raised the hem of hisrobe to show Seregil adozen or so angry red welts across the backs
of hiscaves,

Seregil stifled agrin; they were clearly the marks of awhip. Putting on amask of concern, he touched
afinger to one of the wounds, making Ilar hissin pain and jerk away. “ Did Master Y hakobin do thisto
you?”

“It' syour whore' sfault!” he snarled, shoving Seregil away. “Hisblood is so tainted by Tirfaefilth that
the rhekaro is not right. The first was useless, and the second isan enigma.”

“Maybe your master isnot doing it right?” Seregil asked without thinking.

[lar cuffed him onthe ear. “ Y ou forget yoursdlf, Haba. I'm aready in afoul mood. Seethis?” He held
out the arm with the dave mark. “That should be branded over by now. | should have earned my
freedman’ s mark the day that boy was ddlivered. It's not my fault he' sahaf-breed! I1ban knew it when
he made me his promise. But still | wait and bear the brunt of hisfrustration. How many of the wretched
things does he get to make before he holds up hisend of the bargain, en?’

Seregil bowed hishead. “ Forgive me, Master llar. I'm sorry to add to your cares.” He nodded at the
gripes. “That must have hurt alot.”

“Oh don't pretend to care! Just make yourself useful. Here.” Hetook asmall pot of salve and some
linen wrappings from his pocket and tossed them to Seregil.

So Seregil tended the wounds. The achemist had probably wounded Ilar’ s pride more than his body,
he thought, disgusted at such afuss over so small amatter. The skin was hardly broken. Ilar had hurt him
far worse and not given it a second thought. Lips pressed tightly together to hold back any snide
observations, he dabbed the salve carefully over each welt asif they were war wounds, then set about
wrapping thelinen.

“Y ou have adeft touch, Haba,” [lar murmured, watching him with rapt attention. “But | suppose you
must have needed it in your former line of work?’ For once he wasn't sneering. He sounded tired and
discouraged.

“I did. But I wonder how you know about al that, Master?’ Seregil replied softly, till concentrating
on his bandaging. Thiswas new ground.

“Y ou know of anecromancer named Vargll Ashnazal?’

The name was like ahot poker pressed to Seregil’ s heart, linked as it was to memories of
blood-streaked walls and severed heads chattering on his mantelpiece, and ahank of Alec's hair knotted
around adagger, left for himto find. “He was avery memorable man,” he managed at last.

[lar chuckled at that. “Hisuncle, Duke Tronin Ashnazai, isagood friend of my master. It wasfrom him
that | heard of your adventures against Duke Mardus and his caba. Duke Tronin had the story from a



nobleman who was with Mardus s entourage. Seems he’ d witnessed you killing Mardus, and that
Oréskawizard-what was his name, Haba? Ander? Nander, or something like it?’

“Yes,” Seregil whispered. “ Something like that.”

“It was most perplexing news, too, as |’ d understood that the man was your patron in Rhiminee. Tell
me, Haba, do you kill dl your friendsin the end?’

Seregil sat back and kept his clenched hands pressed to histhighs, biting theinside of hischeek ashe
forced himsdf not to lash out. “No, not al of them. And | didn’t kill that necromancer, though I’ d have
been happy to do the deed. Alec had that honor.”

“Ah. Well perhaps we' d better keep that between us, eh? Oh, and thisaswell.” Hereached into a
pocket and took out severd long black divers of what appeared to be broken horn. “Y our protégéisa
very clever boy in someways, evenif heisquite gullible. I left aspoon within reach and he did exactly as
I’ d expected, making alock-picking tool. Earlier he even picked a padliock with afile. Y ou must have
been avery good teacher. Not that you' [| need such skills here. But you are neat-handed-afact | mean
to make use of.” He reached into another pocket and passed Seregil aclay oil vid, then propped one
foot in Seregil’ slap.

Swallowing another morsel of his pride, Seregil obediently warmed some of the rose-scented ail
between his pams and began to massage the offered foot. It was something else he was good at, and
though Ilar never took his eyes off Seregil, he relaxed noticeably.

“1 think | like thistame new Haba, even if | don’t trust him onelittle bit.”

“Thank you, Magter. Thefeding ismutud.”

Ilar dapped him hard on the cheek so fast Seregil didn't have time to brace himsalf. He went sprawling
and theflask of oil spilled over hislgp and the rug.

“You are my property now, Seregil, and you' d do well to remember that. | can do whatever | like
with you, even torture and kill you, and no one would lift a hand to protect you. Y ou are of no more
worth than a candle or a glove-something to be used and discarded at my whim. What do you think |
should do with you?’

Seregil pushed himsdlf up, righted the flask before it could empty, and lifted llar’ sfoot back into his
lap. “1 wouldn’t be much useto you dead,” he observed, working histhumbs up the arched instepin a
way that made llar gasp.

“Don’'t be too sure of that, Haba.”

They were quiet for awhile. Seregil kept his eyes on hiswork, trying not to choke on the heady aroma
of theail. “What will you do with your freedom when you get it, Master?’ he asked, when he sensed
from the occasiond low moan that 1lar’ smood had improved sufficiently. “Where will you go?’

“Go?’ llar wasresting his head on one hand now, eyes hooded with unabashed pleasure asthe
massage continued, but the question drew his brows together. “ Alec asked me the same thing, you know.
So common with new daveswho haven't come to termswith their Situation.”

“What did you tdl him?’

“Where would you have me go? Home to Aurénen? Like this, with the brands of shame on my skin
forever? Have you ever seen afreedman in Aurénen?’

“Not that | know of,” Seregil admitted, dowly working the stiffness from Ilar’ stoes. “ But maybe they
avoid the baths.”

Ilar snorted softly. “ Even without these marks, | doubt I’ d be very welcome. I’ m certain you told them
of my rolein your downfdl?’

“I didn’'t haveto. Y ou ran away-Master. That spokefor itself.”

“It wasthat or the fate of the two bowls, wasn't it? Tell me, how did you escape execution?’

“ Teth’ sag was declared against me, but the rhui’ auros spoke for me and they exiled meinstead. It
might have been the samefor you. Y ou weren't the one who committed the murder.”

“No, but your father and sister had their eye on me al summer and would have accused me as your
Seducer.”

Seregil forced himsdlf to stay gentle as he worked hisfingers over the delicate sinews and bones of
llar’ sankle. “Y ou did seduce me-Master,” he murmured.



“Perhaps, at first,” Ilar replied, suddenly wistful. “But | told you before, | began to love you, too.”

Seregil paused and took a deep breath, but he couldn’t hold back any longer. “ So much that you sent
me to that tent that night, knowing what had to happen?’ he asked, fighting to keep hisvoicelow. “Even
if I hadn’t killed that man, I’ d have been ruined anyway. That was what the Virésse were paying you for,
right?” He broke off and rubbed oil carefully over llar’ slong toes again, asif that could smooth his
outburdt.

“I never meant for you to kill anyone,” llar murmured, resting his head againgt the back of the chair,
more relaxed than Seregil had ever seen him. | thought you' d get a beating, nothing more.”

Seregil found that hard to believe. It had been an unforgivable breach of hospitaity and one that
reflected on hisentire clan.

“I would have taken you with me, if | could have,” Ilar added quietly. “We would have been happy
together. If not for Ulan i Sathil, I’ d have been your talimenios.”

Seregil could tell that whatever the truth had been at the time, the man believed his own story now, and
thought he meant what he' d just said. But then, they’ d both had four decadesto dwell on the events of
that summer. Did ether of them remember anything more than they redlly wanted to?

[lar sghed. “Y ou don't believe me, do you, Haba?’

“What doesit matter, Master?” Seregil replied, fighting down the sudden rush of doulbt.

Ilar leaned down suddenly, caught him by the collar, and pulled him into ahard kiss. The ail flask fell
again, and the scent of roses engulfed them. Seregil made no effort to resist or participate, and he was
gratified to see the hint of disappointment in the other man’s eyes as he pulled back. He stayed very il
asllar cupped hisface in both hands and looked into his eyes. After amoment he laughed softly and
released Seregil. “Even after dl these years, and al that’ s befallen me, I'm still tempted. Y ou should be
flattered.”

“I suppose | am, Master.” Seregil forced the lie out, shaping it with agrudging sincerity. Let Ilar think
he' d been moved by something other than disgust.

Perhaps the act rang true. Ilar grabbed him by the arms and pulled Seregil into hislap asif he were ill
the green young boy he' d been that long-ago summer. Seregil kept himself pliant and unresisting asllar
ran greedy hands over hisface, shoulders, and chest, then pulled him close to breathe in the scent of his
hair.

And for one bri€f, traitorous moment, Seregil’ s body remembered that touch.

Suddenly llar pushed Seregil from hislap. Helanded on his ass and the bastard gave him a push with
oneoiled foot, sending Seregil onto his back.

“Feh! It’'slike handling acorpse. Do you think you'll win me over likethat?’ Ilar barked an order and
one of the men outside came in and handed him the whip.

Seregil cowered on the rug, one hand on the wet patch of carpet where the oil had spilled, asllar
rained blows down on his bowed back and shoulders. “Forgive me, Master! | didn’t dare presume. Do
you want-?" Forgive me, Alec. “Do you want metonight?’

With abitter laugh, Ilar threw the whip down and pulled up the hem of hisrobe, letting Seregil seethe
ruin there. “What usewould | have for you, like this?’

Seregil couldn’t suppress a shudder of sympathy; everything had been taken from llar. He had nothing
|eft between hislegs but scars.

“Oh, Magter!” Still not ready to give up the game, he carefully placed ahand on the man’ sthigh, just
below the hip. “Y ou wouldn't be my first eunuch.”

Ilar stepped back and dropped his robe, but for just an instant Seregil caught the fleeting glimpse of a
naked emotion in those hazd eyes. want.

“Redly?’ Ilar sneered. “What an interesting life you' ve led, being free al these years. Would you play
the clever whore for me, too, for the sake of that half-breed of yours? Or are you planning to insinuate
yourself into my bed so you can strangle me there?’

Seregil sat back on his hedls and met histormentor eyeto eye, unflinching. “I gave you my word,
Magter llar: My lifefor his. | won't harm you aslong as heremainsdive.”

And once again, he saw that hesitation, that hint of vulnerability. And once again, it passed.



Ilar shook his head and put his clothing back in order. “No? Well, perhaps | will consider your very
generous offer, but not tonight.”

He picked up the whip and went to the door. “Oh, and to answer your earlier question, Master
Y hakobin is generoudy setting me up in ahouse of my own, once he's achieved success. Freedmen with
apatron likeminelive very, very well here. You'll be my very first dave, an ornament for my household.
So enjoy your glimpses of your talimenioswhile you can.”

Seregil remained on his kneesfor some time, surrounded by the overpowering smell of roses. Time
was growing short. He silently thanked the Four that 1lar had revedled as much as he had. It stuck in his
throat, to play the broken, docile dave, but tonight’ swork made it al worthwhile.

Now, to learn how long he had.

The scent of the ail clung to Seregil’ s hands even after he' d scrubbed them in the basin. It pervaded
hisdreams as helay in the dark, chasing deep.

Wild white roses were blooming along the river by his father’ s encampment that summer. Ilar
had plucked one for him the first time they’ d kissed. He carefully broke off the thorns and tucked
it behind Seregil’ s ear.

“You'relovely.”

“1I’mnot. You just want to kiss me again.”

“You are, and | do.”

And he had.

Seregil handed him a rose, but instead it was a dagger and he plunged it into Ilar’ s beautiful
throat, as unerringly as he had with the Haman he'd killed...

Now it was the young Haman lying at his feet. Moonlight turned the blood black on the dead
man’s skin and clothing, and his hair was like a halo of snow. And Ilar was there in the shadows,
sobbing, with blood running down histhighs...No, it was Alec. They' d gelded Alec! And something
pale and frightening was struggling beneath the bushes, rustling in the dead leaves...

Seregil sat up in the darkness and put a hand to his cheek. He was crying. But for whom?

The sound of the rusiling leaves came again, startling him badly, until he redlized it was someone
scratching at hisdoor.

He went to the door and pressed an ear to it, whispering, “Who isit?’ He had an idea, but was careful
not to betray any potentid dly if it was|lar out there, playing with him out of pite.

“It'sRhania.” She spoke so softly he could hardly hear her.

“What do you want?’

“Areyou a‘runner inthenight,” asthey say?’

“Did you wake mejust to ask me that?’

“Doesarunner in the night know how to run away from this house?’

Seregil walited, saying nothing.

“Can you get out of here?” she whispered urgently.

“Asyou can see, | can’'t even get out of thisroom.”

“But if you could?’

“Perhaps. But they cut off the feet of those who run away. Zorid told me so0.”

“Only those who are caught.”

“Y ou want meto help you escape?’

“Shhhh!” A pause, then, “Yes! Until now | have had no hope, but | heard Khenir speak of you to
some of the others, bragging how he had brought low so clever aman asyou.”

“Did he, now?’

“Yes. Y ou hate Khenir, do you not? Perhaps even asmuch as 1?7’

“Oh, | think | have more practice at it than even you, my lady. Do you know how soon heisleaving
thishouse?’

“I don't know. A few weeks, perhaps? A houseis being made ready for him.”

“Have you seen ablond hdf 'faie here? In the workshop, perhaps?’

“Yes, he' sthere. HE' s closely watched.” She paused, then whispered more softly ill, * Someoneis



coming! Think onwhat | have said.”

Seregil didn’t hear so much as awhisper of afootstep, but when he heard several pairs of heavy feet
pass by amoment later without incident, he knew she was gone.

He went back to bed with his heart racing. It was too soon to get his hopes up, but this was the start
he' d hoped for. He whispered ablessing aloud across hisleft pam, “ Mar6s Aura Elustri chyptir! Hang
on, tai. I'll be with you soon!”

CHAPTER 29

Cross Purposes

KORATHAN APPEARED AT Thero' s door without warning one morning as the wizard was Sitting
down to breakfast. He rose, intending to invite him to share his humble meal, but the look on the prince's
face killed the pleasantries, unspoken.

“You've had news.”

“Of the worgt sort. The khirnari of Gedre has sent word. It appears that our friends and their escort
were ambushed less than two days out of Gedre. The escort waskilled. Seregil and Alec aremissing.”

“When did helearn this?’

“Only recently. The bodies had been hidden, and no one in Bokthersaknew to look for them until
some trader sumbled acrossthem. Zengati arrows were found with the bodies.”

“| see. What does the queen say?’

“Sheisupset, of course, and means to send a second delegation.”

“That'sit? What about Seregil and Alec?”’

“My guessisthat they were taken by davers. | was hoping that you could be of assistance and look
with that wizard eye spdll of yours.”

Thero had to take aquick breath to calm himsalf; why wasit that everyone thought wizards could just
snap their fingers and do anything that was needed in a heartbeat?

“With al due respect, your Highness, they could be halfway to Khouimir by now. Or in any of the
hundreds of Zengati dave markets between there and the border.” He sat down, overwhelmed by the
enormity of thetask. “Or in Plenimar, for that matter. | have no firsthand knowledge of either place, asde
from abit of the western coast of Plenimar.”

But hismind was dready racing. “But if it is Plenimar, then they’d most likely be taken to Benshd or
Rigafirgt, from what I’ ve heard. But again, there’ s no way to know which direction they were taken, or
to what land. Such a search would take a hundred wizards months, if not years, to accomplish. I'm sorry,
Highness, but it’ svirtualy impossble that way, like looking for acouple of lentilsin acrib of corn.”

“What would you suggest, then?’

“If it were anyone else we were looking for, I’ d say to send Seregil and Alec,” Thero replied grimly.
“Or Micum Cavish.”

“Wedill have him. | suggest you send for him at once.”

Thero sent off a message sphere to Watermead, and had word back in an ingtant that Micum was on
hisway.

Breakfast forgotten, he locked histower door and went into the casting room. He chalked the proper
circle, then knelt in the center and paused, considering his next move. He suspected that Phoriawould
consider what he was about to do disobedience at the very least, but that was why the windowless
casting room was protected from prying eyes of al sorts by more than walls and locks.

A message pell wastoo limited, and atrand ocation to Bokthersa, while certainly possible, wasfar
too risky for now, and would involve Magyana, the only wizard |eft proficient at the powerful spell.
Instead, he had dusted off one of the oldest tomesin Nysander’ s library and found aspdll created by his
master’ s master, Arkonidl. It was a precursor to the trand ocation magic, based on something so unlike



traditional Oréskamagic that Thero had aways suspected it was from some other source. Nysander had
hinted as much the one time he' d shown Thero how it worked.

He'd cdled it a“window spell,” and that was the Smplest way of imagining it. Cast correctly, it
opened a porta through distance, allowing awizard to look through to where another person was, no
matter how far, and gpeak with him. Useful asthat might be, Nysander had didiked it, and cautioned
Thero against using it because it was crude, and dangerous both to the caster and the one who was
sought through it. To illugtrate this point, he’ d opened awindow to adistant valley and swung adead rat
by thetail through the opening. Only the severed end of the tail had siwung back.

Kliawould be donein her room, probably still adeep, at this hour. Thero knew her rooms at
Bokthersaaswell as he knew his own here, and carefully focused on a spot far enough from the bed that
she would not inadvertently reach out and beinjured.

Following Master Arkonid’s carefully written directions, Thero spoke the words and cupped his
hands together, then folded them open like apair of shutters. The space between, about the size of a
small hand mirror, shimmered for an instant, then filled with shadow and color. It had worked. He was
looking into Klia sroom.

Just enough light came through aparting of thelong curtainsto illuminate afdl of shining chestnut hair,
and one bare shoulder above the coverlet.

“Klia” he cdled softly, not wanting to dert the bodyguard outside her door. There was no telling who
was there anymore, or wheretherr loydties|ay.

She stirred, but only to pull the covers up under her chin. She was a deep deeper, when not in the
field. The hand that remained resting near her ear was the maimed one. Thefirst and middle fingerswere
gone, but what remained was strong and graceful, and beautiful to Thero, who knew what she'd
endured. She' d alowed him to kissthat scarred flesh once and hislips il tingled at the memory.

He caught himself woolgathering and tried again. *'Y our Highness, wake up!”

She sighed deeply, then pushed back the covers and sat up, rubbing her eyes. Her hair was adark,
touded mess, and her nightgown hung askew off one shoulder. He caught himself with aguilty start ashe
leaned dangeroudly close to the aperture.

“What?Whoisit?’ she asked sharply, reaching under her pillow for the dagger he knew she kept
there.

“Over here,” he called, and widened the opening so that she could see him better.

“Thero?’ Shedid out of bed and threw on ashawl. “What in the world isthis?’

“Stay back, please!l” he warned, then gave her abrief explanation of the spell.

“I see” She kept her distance, frowning. “Well, my friend, I’ ve missed you badly, but what brings you
into my bedchamber at this hour and by such a strange method?’

“Seregil and Alec. Have you had any word from them recently?’

She was awake now. Mention of Seregil always got her atention, he thought with astab of envy. “No,
nothing. What' sgoing on?’

“Phoria sent them to fetch you. 1 know they landed at Gedre over amonth ago, but nothing’ s been
heard of them since.” He hesitated, hating to be the bearer of bad tidingsjust yet. “ They were carrying
|etters from the queen. She'srecalled you to Skala”

“Redly?’ Kliasounded less than convinced. “ And why didn’t she let me return with my own
bodyguard?’

“I don’'t know. Perhapsit’ satest. She ill doubts your loyaty and your response to the summonsisto
be the touchstone. | suppose she didn’t want Urghazi Turmathere defending you if you-" He broke off,
not wanting to insult her.

“But | never got any message!”

“No. It appears they were ambushed before they could reach you. | hoped they might have escaped
and continued on, but they should have reached you by now.”

Even in the muted light of the bedchamber, he could see the anger flashing in Klia s blue eyes. “ Do you
think my sister may have had something to do with their disappearance?’

“No!” he said hadtily, for the benefit of any spying listeners. “ Of course not. Infact, thereis evidence



that they were taken by Zengati davers. The odd thing is, the rest of the Aurénfaie escort and the Skalans
werekilled and left, Captain Traneus among them.”

Kliapushed her hair back over one shoulder and gave him awry look. “Can’'t say that I'll shed any
tearsfor that man. What does Korathan say to al this?’

“He stasked me with the search.”

“Good. I'll set out for Rhiminee assoon as| can.”

Thero hoped his disgppointment wasn't too clear on hisface. “1 will contact you again as soon asl’ve
figured out what to do.”

An awkward moment passed as she waited for him to disappear and he couldn’t help hesitating just a
moment longer. “ Stay well, Highness.” With that, he broke the spell and passed ahand across his
forehead. He was swesting, and not because of the magic.

Thero' s page, Wethis, met Prince K orathan as he was leaving his chambersto join hissister for
breskfast.

“Y our Highness, Lord Vicegerent,” the young man said, bowing politely and holding out afolded
parchment sealed with Thero's mark. “Lord Thero sends amessage.”

Korathan dismissed the page and read the | etter as he continued on down the long corridor between
hisrooms and hissister’ s. Phoria had finished with her breakfast and gone out to the gardens outside her
sdon. Hefound her there, walking dowly dong the eastern path, admiring the last of the autumn flowers.
She was dressed for court; her hair was twisted into looping braids behind her head, and her blue velvet
gown and cape were stiff with gold embroidery.

She waved him over and linked arms with him. “Walk with me, Kor.”

He covered her hand with his own and fell into step beside her. 1’ ve had word from Thero.”

“What did your wizard have to say? Can he help?’

“Yes, but not in theway I’ d hoped. Hefedlsit would be best if he went to Aurénen to view the site of
the massacre. He meansto take Sir Micum Cavish of Watermead with him.”

“Another Watcher, | beieve?’ She plucked aydlow aster and twirled it absently between her fingers.

“Perhaps, but he' safine tracker, and he knows Seregil’ sways. I they managed to leave any kind of
sgn, Micumistheonetofind it. Let Thero and Cavish attend to thisfor you.”

“Very well,” shereplied, frowning.

Korathan was used to these sudden changes and took no offense. “ They are the best suited to the
task.”

“I trust your judgment, Brother. And if Kliasailsinto Rhiminee Harbor at the head of an Aurénfaie
fleet?

“If shedid, Phoria, it would be to support you.”

“Soyou say.” Her frown deepened as she crushed the blossom. “Y ou always take her side.”

He gave her arm areassuring squeeze. “ Only when you are unfairly suspicious of her.”

“She was dways Mother’ sfavorite.”

“And yet you are the queen. She was the youngest, that’ s al. Mother always cared for you.”

Phoriatossed the ruined flower away. “Be that asit may, my patienceis nearing itsend. And, Kor?’

“Y e’

Her hard gaze softened to concern. “Y ou won't let your heart blind you, will you?’

“About Klia?’

“No... him.”

“That was along time ago, Phoria. Y ou know where my loyalty lies. And my heart.”

She kissed his cheek. “My good brother. Y ou know you' rethe only one | can trust completely.”

Korathan gave her an awkward, one-armed hug. “ Always, dear Sster. Always.”

Taking hisleave, he called for his horse and rode to the Oréska House. He' d been here so often lately
that no one stood on ceremony anymore. One of the house stewards escorted him directly upstairs.

The sunny workroom was deserted. The steward pulled out a chair for him, then went to a side door
and knocked softly.

Thero emerged, dressed in a stained robe and apron. He was flushed, and there was ash dusting his



hair and shoulders and chalk dust on hisknees.

“I'veinterrupted you.”

“Not at al, Highness.” Thero rubbed at asmall burn on his cheek but only managed to smear more
soot there. “| attempted afew other searching spells, but they were no help.”

“Phoriais getting impatient but has agreed to let you and Micum go south.”

“Ah.” Thero walked over to the table and poured them each a cup of tea. Handing Korathan his, he
sat down beside him. “ Then perhaps you will not be angry with me for the steps I’ ve taken. I've
exhausted al methods. I’ ve cast dozens of wizards' eyes. | can find no sign of them between Bokthersa
and Gedre, but | may have missed them. It savery large area. But | can tell you now with certainty that
Kliahas had no word from them, ether.”

“Y ou’ ve spoken with her?’

“Wadll, yes, actually.” Thero looked abit embarrassed at the admission, then explained the spell he'd
employed. “1 apprised her of the Stuation. She assured me that she remains completely loyd to the queen
and plansto return at once. | wanted to speak with you before | passed the information on to her
Maesty.”

“Bilairy’ sBalls, man, if you could do that, why did Phoriahave to go to dl the trouble of sending
Sereggil?”

“You'd haveto ask her that. | did offer, the day | came back.”

“I see” Korathan pinched the bridge of hisnose, fedling the start of a headache behind hiseyes. “Tdll
mewhat Kliasaid and I'll couch it properly for Phoria s ears. In the meantime, | want you to go there at
once. You can do it quickly, can’'t you, with one of those sort of traveling spells?’

“A trandocation? |’ ve never managed it, but Magyana can cast them. I'll speak with her, and we'll go
as soon as Micum arrives. But you do understand that even if we learn what direction they were taken,
it'sno guarantee that we can track them?’

“Do what you can and report to me directly.”

Thero smiled and bowed. “ Of course, Highness. But you' re not suggesting | reingtitute the Watchers
againgt the queen’ sexpress order?’

“Certainly not. But as Vicegerent, I’m entitled-no, obligated-to protect the Throne in any manner |
can, and I’ d not be the firgt to have spies of my own. Anything you might need, | will provide.”

“Thank you, Highness.” He paused amoment, then added, “I don't believe Seregil would do anything
to provoke trouble between Phoriaand Klia, regardless of hisfedingstoward either one. It had to be an

“I believe that, too, Thero, but this business of them being the only ones not killed worriesme. If it
redly was davers, why not take them dl? Are you prepared to ded with them if they actudly have
deserted?”’

“I’'m sure that won't be necessary,” Thero assured him, keeping to himself that his solution would be
to tell them to keep on running. “ Trust in them as you would me, Korathan. They would not betray your
trust of their own valition. Something’ s gone very wrong. If they’ re anywhere to be found, Micumand |
will find them.”

The prince clasped hands with him. “Go, then, with my blessing and the queen’s”

CHAPTER 30

Watcher Business

MICUM WAVED OFF the Oréska doorkeeper who mistook him for astranger. It had been awhile,
he supposed.

He took the stairs dowly, hampered by hisbad leg and stick. As soon as he reached Thero’ slanding,
however, he straightened and concentrated on striding normally. The thick scar on the back of histhigh



aways tiffened during along ride, but once he got moving he could get around well enough, so long as
he didn’t have to sprint.

Thero answered hisknock, already dressed for travel. The young wizard' stimein Aurénen had
changed him, and for the better. The sallow complexion and thin-lipped, brittle demeanor were gone;
Thero was sun-browned and looked fitter than he had in Nysander’ stime. Seregil had aways maintained
that Thero needed to spend more time outside the Oréska House, and it appeared he' d been right.

“Magyand son her way,” Thero told him, hustling him to the workroom, where asmall pack and
severd bags sat ready on abench. “Have you eaten? I’ m sure the khirnari will feed uswhen we arrive.
He' s expecting us soon and |-”

Micum laughed. “I1t' sdl right, Thero. I’ m ready when you are, and just as anxiousto be off.”

Thero paused and gave him an apologetic smile. “ Sorry. | haven’t been able to think about anything
but leaving. Thank you for getting here so quickly.”

“Well, you did interrupt agood breskfast yesterday with that message light of yours,” Micum
reminded him.

Thero looked blank for amoment. “Oh! | disturbed your lady.”

“In more waysthan one.”

“She' s not happy to see you back to Watcher business, is she?’

“No.” And if it had been for anyone but Alec and Seregil, she would have thrown morethingsat him
than she had, and sharper ones, too. Being the cause of her tears, and Illia’ s, had hurt far worse, though.

Magyana camein without knocking. “Here | am. Shall we begin?’

“Areyou certain you can send two of usat once?’ asked Micum. Magyana had aged terribly since her
old friend' s desth. She looked frail asadry twig today.

Magyanachuckled. “It has been awhile since I’ ve doneit, but I’'m sure | haven't forgotten how. Go
on, hang on to your baggage there and be ready to step lively. | can only hold the portal open afew
moments.”

Thero shouldered his pack and made to dip ahand under Micum’sarm. The older man raised abushy
red eyebrow at him with an unmistakable frown and Thero hastily stepped back.

“I’'m not acomplete cripple ether, you know,” Micum grumbled, tucking hiswalking stick under one
am.“I'mfairly certain | can wak afew feet without falling on my ass.”

“Sorry.” Thero was smirking, the bastard!

“If you're quite done?’ Magyanainterjected.

Micum nodded. “We are, Mistress. Whenever you're ready.”

Magyana pressed her fingertips together in front of her face and began the muttered incantation. A
spark of darkness coalesced in the cage of her fingers, and she spread her hands, stretching the darkness
into ashining, spinning mirror of blackness|arge enough for the two men to step through.

Micum caught himsdlf holding his breath, asif he were about to jump into deep water. He d only done
thisafew timesand didn’'t care much for the feding. Steeling himself, he grablbed Thero by the elbow
and together they stepped into the spinning darkness and di sappeared.

Magyanallet the portd collapse, then dusted her hands and sniffed loudly. “* Are you certain you can
send two of usat once? What cheek!”

Magyanaknew Gedre well, and her aim wastrue. Micum and Thero stumbled out in the middle of the
sunlit courtyard a Riagil i Molan’s dlan house. The whitewashed buildings werelong and low, with round
white domes here and there and brilliant flowering vines il in bloom.

A loud whistle came from somewhere overhead and Micum looked up to find ayoung girl about Illia’s
age Sitting in the branches of the huge tree that dominated the courtyard. She was dressed in along tunic
and trousers, and her bare feet were dirty. At her sgnal anumber of people emerged from the house, led
by adigtinguished old man with apretty young woman on hisarm.

They cameto Thero and kissed him on both cheeks. “Welcome back, Thero i Procepios. And
welcome to you, Micum of Cavish. You arethefriend of Gedre' sfriends and welcomein our house.”

“Khirnari, and lady, | am honored to be here, even under such sad circumstances. | grieve for those
whom you havelost.”



Lady Y hali bowed to him. “ And we grievefor the fate of Seregil and young Alec. | know they are
closeto your heart. Come. Refresh yourself and eet at our table.”

Micum glanced up at the sun, gauging how much daylight was left.

“Y ou're anxiousto be off,” Riagil noted with an understanding smile. “ The place of theambushisa
day and ahdf’sridefrom here. I'll send for your escort a once, if you would prefer.”

“If you would not think us rude, Khirnari?” Thero replied.

“Of coursenot,” Y hdi said, patting hisarm. “Come and have some teawhile your escort assembles.”

They sat at one of the tables under the tree and servants brought them cold tea flavored with crushed
mint and borage leaves, and plates of soft little cakesfilled with nuts and honey.

“I've cdled for forty ridersto go with you, and dl of them skilled at arms,” Riagil said ashergoined
them. “1 only wish I’ d had such foresight with the others. It is aheavy shameto bear, for gueststo come
to such apass.”

“How could you have foreseen adaver raid, thisfar eet?’ Thero replied kindly. “ Seregil and Alec will
hold no grudge against your house, rest assured.”

“I understand afew things were recovered from the site of the attack?” Micum asked.

Riagil motioned to aman standing nearby, who went to fetch alarge wooden tray. On it were half a
dozen Zengati arrow points, abroken silver neck chain, several scarves bearing Zengati clan designs, and
abone button.

“That'sal?’ Thero asked, disappointed.

“There were more arrows, but they were dl the same.”

“And the bodies?’

“Buried, of course. They’d already begun to bloat when we found them.”

“Of course” Micum murmured, examining each item closaly. Seregil wasthe best of them at reading a
corpse. Thank the Flame his or Alec’s hadn’t been among the dead.

Digtracted by such thoughts, he very nearly missed adetail. He picked up the button again and |ooked
moreclosdy at it. “Thisisn't Zengati work. See how it’ sdrilled with four holes rather than two, and the
way the edges are rubbed smooth? It'sfrom Plenimar, or Skaa.”

“Any Zengati could have eastern clothing, either from trade or davetaking,” Thero pointed out.

“Perhaps, but it’' stoo soon to rule out anyone yet,” Micum replied. “If the Zengat could make such a
raid, anyone could have been with them.”

Yhai gave him a perplexed look. “Why would a Skalan mean them any harm?”’

Micum exchanged a quick glance with Thero. It wouldn't be politic to admit that the person they most
suspected was the Skalan queen.

CHAPTER 31

A Changein theWind

SOMETHING WASWRONG.

Y hakobin was as polite as always when Alec came upgtairs each day, aslong as Alec was docile and
cooperéative, but there was atension inthe air that hadn’t been there before. He had no doubt it had
something to do with the new rhekaro and the criesthat still occasionally came down from the workshop.

Y et unpleasant as the circumstances now were, Alec was glad to get upstairsfor any timeat dl, if only
to break up the boredom of the day. It was good to seeif the sun was shining or the rain wasfaling,
good to smdll the wintry breeze through an open window and hear the sounds of Y hakobin’s children
playing outsdein the gardens.

Over aweek had passed since the making of the new rhekaro. Each day Alec was brought up to feed



it, and each day he was sent back to hislittle cell immediately afterward, with nothing but new booksto
amuse himsdf. Y hakobin had little time for him anymore, which initsef seemed ablessng. Thesmdler
furnaces around the room were cold now. Only the athanor was stoked and it burned continuoudly,
hesting some greenish-brown messin the large retort atop it.

Whilethe rhekaro fed each day, Alec looked it over carefully, hoping the dchemist would not notice.
At firg there were only the bodkin pricks on its pae fingertips, but as the days went by, bandages dowly
appeared on both itsarms and legs. The memory of the bucket by the door, with that bit of hair hanging
out, made his heart race and hisgutsroil.

Whatever this creature was, Alec could not deny the fact that he was connected to it by blood. Even if
it was amongter, no creature deserved to be cut up dive, asthefirst one had been.

Or deserved to be kept naked in an iron cage, either. It reminded him too much of that nightmarish
journey hisfirgt timein Plenimar, creaking dong in that filthy bear cage.

There was no waste bucket in there, or any water. Did it need such things, he wondered? With its
strange eyes and skin, and stranger blood, it smply wasn't ared child. Except for the way it looks at
me. Those silvery eyeslocked on hisface each day asit sucked hard at hisfingertip, and he was dmost
certain now that he saw some sign of intelligence there. And though it was hard to tell with it huddied
over dl thetime, he thought it looked larger than it had at firgt, too. Could it be growing, on nothing more
than afew drops of blood aday? Its hair was certainly longer. Thelong, silvery tresses pooled about it
likeashimmering cloak.

It'snot a child! he reminded himsdlf time and again, but each day he wondered more and more what
it redly was.

Alec hadn’t seen Khenir in dl that time, but one afternoon as he sat reading on his bed, the door
opened and there he was. Alec regarded him with anew coldness, convinced that he' d taken the horn
picks. But his heart ached alittle, too, torn between conviction and regret.

Khenir noticed the changein his demeanor at once, of course. With asigh, he sat down on the bed
besde him. “Y ou' re angry with me?’

“I think you know why.”

Khenir nodded dowly. “That day | saw that the poon was missing and redlized my mistake in leaving
it behind. If Ilban had found out?’ He shuddered. “Y ou put us both at aterrible risk with such afoolish
act. If you got away because of my carelessness, it would have been my lifein payment.”

“| was planning to take you withme,” Alec told him.

Khenir stared a himin disbelief. “Y ou'd redly do that?

“Of coursel”

“That was very good of you. | never guessed-But you don't think those splinters could redly have
worked in thelock, do you?’

Alec kept to himsdf the fact that they’ d worked perfectly well. “Why are you here?’

“I’ve been worried about you! | was afraid |lban was taking his anger out on you, as he has on me
more frequently.” Helifted the hem of hisrobe and showed Alec afew red stripes across the backs of
hiscaves

“What' s he so upset about? He' s got hiswhite creature and I’ m keeping it fed for him. And those
cries?’ Alec hugged himsdlf, feding miserable and hel pless. “By the Light, does he make them just to
torture them? What isit he wants?’

Khenir sghed. “He s pursuing agreat secret, Alec. The rhekaro made from Hazadriéfaie blood are
sad to yield the necessary eements for a perfect dixir.”

“To do what?Hed the Overlord' s child?’

“Yes. That' swhat hetold me, at least.”

Alec narrowed his eyes at the older man. “Y ou think there’ s something el se it does?’

“I havenoides, but | do know that he' s made many hedling dixirs over the years without going to
such lengths”

“Say dl you want about ‘adchemy’ it al lookslike necromancy to me, and it causes suffering.”

“But for ahigher purpose.”



Alec shook hishead and looked away.

Khenir squeezed his shoulder and gave him alittle shake. “I’' m sorry about taking your things, but it
wasto protect you as much as mysdlf. | keep telling you, you haven't been adave long enough to
understand the danger.”

“And how would |, shut up in acell for weeks on end?’

“I know it sdifficult for you. If only llban’s experiments work, thingswill surely change. Inthe
meantime, I'll ask if you can go out in the garden with me again.”

Alec had expected to work harder than this to get another chance at the garden. “Thank you. I'd like
thet.”

“Then you forgive me?’

Alec forced agrudging smile. “Forget about it. It doesn’t matter anyway. | guess |’ have to settle for
another walk on my chain, en?’

CHAPTER 32

On theHunt

MICUM AND THERO found horses saddled for them at the head of the escort waiting by the
courtyard gate. There was astone mounting block near the gateway, and Micum swalowed his pride
and used it. Once he was on horseback, he was any man’sequal.

The khirnari was the next to use the block, climbing giffly into the saddle of afine chestnut mare. “I
will beyour guide.”

Thero bowed in the saddle and Micum did the same, glad of more time to get to know the man.
Seregil had dways spoken fondly of him.

They rode dong acoasta road until dusk, and guested at alondly farmstead. The farmer and hisfamily
were clearly honored to have their khirnari under their roof and made their Skalan guests welcome with
every comfort they had.

Thefollowing morning they turned up into the wooded hills, following awd-traveled road. Micum
kept one eye on the trees, but the khirnari assured him that bandits were rare in these parts. Micum
nodded, but kept watch anyway; this was perfect country for an ambush. Wasn't that why they were
here?

They reached the ravine that afternoon and Riagil led them down to the spot where the bodies had
been found. Thero seated himself on arock by the stream and closed his eyes, intent on seeking any
lingering energiesthat might be here. Micum left him to it and walked dowly up and down the bank of the
stream. The soft ground was still marked by footprints, but not from abattle. It looked more like the
bodies had smply been dumped here after they werekilled.

“Why would they have turned aside?’ wondered Thero. “ That water doesn't look good to drink,
except perhapsfor the horses.”

“Why indeed?” Micum dismounted stiffly and walked dowly up and down the side of theravine. It
had been weeks since the attack-weeks of rain and wind, but he could still tell that the attack hadn’t
happened here. There was no sign of afight.

Leaving his horse with one of the’faie, he grabbed his stick and worked hisway dowly back up to the
road, following the faded signs that were | eft. The Gedre had mucked up much of it when they camefor
their dead, but he could still make out some drag marks, and the deep impressions left by men carrying a
burden.

The trees were thick on either side of the road and would have provided ample cover for archers.
Given the number of arrows found in the bodies, that must have been the main type of atack. Beginning
with the ravine side of the road, he limped dowly into the forest, gaze and stick sweeping the ground.
Fortunately, there wasn't much undergrowth, and he soon found numerous groups of small depressions,



where the archers had stuck handfuls of arrows into the ground, in easy reach asthey shot. Thetree
cover had protected footprints better in here, and he guessed there had been at least thirty ambushers.

Going to thefar side of theroad, he found smilar sgnsand arusted knife of Skalan make, which he
pocketed.

Chin on chest, he waked the roadside for nearly an hour, searching for old signs along the verge while
the others milled about, trying to stay out of hisway. He found nothing more on the far sde of theroad,
s0 he crossed over and tried again on the ravine Side.

He had better luck here. The grasswas longer between the road and the trees and looked to have
been trampled some time ago. He used thettip of his stick to brush it thisway and that, looking for tracks.
Instead, the tip struck something that gave back the clink of metal. Feeling around, his hand caught on
something sharp enough to cut hisfingertip. He drew back, then let out alow whistle of satisfaction. It
was the hilt of asword, and one he recognized by the curled, fern-head ends of the quillons. It was
Alec’s, or what was |ft of it; the blade had been shattered. The remains of it, no more than afew inches
long, were razor-sharp and darkened to an unusua blue.

A few moments more searching uncovered the hilt of Seregil’ s sword in the same condition. It was
Aurénfaie work, made by Seregil’ s uncle to replace the one hel d destroyed killing Nysander. Not only
was the blade of this one shattered and dark, like Alec’s, but the smooth round lozenge of Sarikali stone
that had formed the pomme was gone, leaving nothing but the empty bezedl.

He crouched for along time, holding the hiltsin his hands; thiswas where hisfriends had made their
gand.

“Show me something, boys,” he murmured, smoothing his mustache thoughtfully. Neither would have
gone without afight; the swords were proof of that. And Seregil at least would havetried to leave him
some sign. He dways had.

Micum gave the hiltsto Thero and continued his search. A few feet from where Seregil’ s hilt had
fdlen, the point of Micum’ s stick struck something small and metdlic. He went down on both knees and
parted the grass. There, hdf-buried inasmdl ants nest, glinted the ring Kliahad given Seregil. He
picked it up and polished the red stone on his deeve, cleaning the dirt from the princess s portrait. Oh my
friend. If you let thisfall, it must have been very bad indeed.

A few yards away, he found afew of the message sticks under a clump of wilted clover. Rain had
washed away most of the paint. He wondered if the magic had washed away, too, and why neither of his
friends had managed to bregk any of them.

Whatever happened here that day, it happened fast, or they’' d have gotten away.

By the time Micum was done, he' d found an untarnished Plenimaran silver coin mashed into the
ground inside afootprint from a Skaan boot, very likely Seregil’ sfrom the Sze. Therewasdso astained
ivory toothpick, and a human front tooth that had been broken off rather than pulled. He carried theseto
where the others were waiting and lined them al up on the ground beside the hilts.

Riagil looked rather chagrined as he examined the collection. “My men searched thisareafor two
days.”

“Micum has sharper eyes than most and more experience with ambushes of this sort, Khirnari.” Thero
knelt and passed his hands over the items dowly. “ The tooth belongs to a Plenimaran soldier named
Notis. He was here for the attack. A Silmai trader dropped the toothpick sometime more recently. He
was on hisway to Gedre. It has nothing to do with the attack.”

Ashisleft hand drifted over the sword hilts, however, Thero shivered and picked up Seregil’s.
Pressing it between his pams, he closed his eyes, lips moving soundlesdy in some spell, as Micum and
the otherslooked on. “ Someone set adra gorgos on them.”

The khirnari’ s eyes widened. “On Aurénfaie soil ? The audecity!”

“And where there' sadra gorgos, then there’ s a necromancer, too,” said Micum.

Thero repested the procedure with Alec’ s hilt, with the same result.

“Arethey dead?’ asked Riagil.

“I don't seethat. But what this provesisthat there were Plenimarans with the Zengat.”

Micum frowned. “ Then I’ d say that they were taken east, rather than west. Can you use theseto find



them?’

“Perhaps...” Thero examined Seregil’ shiltagain. “If there was abit of blood, even adrop, | might...”
He sat Seregil’ shilt aside and picked up Alec’s. After apained moment, he looked up. “ There satiny
bit of Alec’sblood here”

“Y ou use blood magic?’ Riagil asked, surprised.

“It'snot necromancy, but something my master’ s master learned from the hill folk.”

“The Retha noi, you mean?’

“Yes, Khirnari. | believe they are closaly rated to the Dravniansin your own mountains. Such spells
arein my lineage of magic now, though thisoneis not very powerful. Theonly thing | useit for is
findings”

Thero scratched the bit of dried blood from the hilt and pinched it between his thumb and forefinger.
With head bowed, he whispered the blood caling to blood spell, then waited silently for theimagesto
appear.

But nothing came to him except adistant blur of light, dancing just out of reach. Alec! Alec, come to
me.

But nothing else did, except that strange blur, and it told him only that Alec was probably alive.

He broke off in frustration and opened his eyesto find everyone watching him. “1 think he’ salive, but |
can't place him, or even see him. Something' s shielding him, but it’ slike nothing I’ ve ever encountered.”

“But he isdive?’ sad Micum.

“I'm quite sure of it.”

“Wall, what can you make of this, then?” Micum took the hilt from him and pressed the tooth into
Thero’shand. *Y ou can bet this bastard bled. If we can find him, maybe he can tell uswhere they were
taken. Whereishe?’

Chagrined at not having thought of it himself, Thero smiled up at Riagil. “1 told you he' saclever man.”

He clasped the tooth between his palms and whispered the spell again. Thistime the images came at
once, fast and clear. The man who' d lost the tooth was alive and laughing with some others. By their
speech, dark complexions, and beards, he knew them for Plenimarans. Some nobl€' s own men-at-arms,
by thelook of them, or brigands. With Plenimarans, it was often difficult to tell the difference.

“They'recaling him by name...yes, it sNotis.” Thero strained to see more of the man’'s surroundings.
The spell was a hard one, and made his head pound as he pushed himself to his limit. Sweat was beaded
on his brow and upper lip by the time he opened hiseyes. “Viréssel By the Light, themanisin Virésse,
in some sort of barracks or onaship. | can't tell which, but he’smost certainly there. | recognize the
harbor.”

“What'saPlenimaran daver doing there, of dl places?” wondered Micum.

“Hemay not be adaver by trade,” Riagil told him. “Not even Ulan i Sathil would stoop so low asto
trade in bodies. But this Notis may be in service to one who does, and that man may be atrader in other
commodities”

“Thepointis, he'sin Aurénen!” Thero exclamed. “We haveto find him and make him tell uswhat
happened. That' sthe only link we have to where they might have been taken.”

“Khirnari, can any of your people do that traveling spell that brought us here?” asked Micum.

“No. That, like the blood spell, isno part of Aurénfaie magic. But if we ride hard, we can be back in
Gedre soon enough, and there | can put you on my fastest ship. Whatever you need, you have only to

Thero stood and bowed to him. “We accept your kind offer, Khirnari, with our degpest thanks. It's
il agreat wide world to search in, but this gives me hope.”

“Thank the Four,” Micum murmured, leaning heavily on hisstick. “If they aredive, then | won't stop
until 1 find them and bring them home!”

CHAPTER 33



Child of No Woman

THE FOLLOWING DAY, Alec and Khenir were alowed in the garden again, veiled and under
guard, asusua. Apart from the ever-present escort, this was the best place for apotentiad escape, and
closeto the cdl hewasin now. He was glad that they hadn't thought to put him back in thefirst cell
under the main house, at least not yet. All he had to do was get the cell and workshop doors open some
night when the workshop was empty, dip out here, and over thewall. Of course, he' d haveto find away
to carry the rhekaro when he went. ..

That last thought brought him to a sudden hdt by the fountain. He kept his gaze on the fish swimming
lazily after Khenir’s crumbs, but his mind wasracing. There was no telling what the a chemist would do to
the palelittle creature, now that it, too, was proving unsuitable to his needs.

Hell, with me gone and no one else’ s blood good enough to feed it, it will die anyway. | can’'t
just leave it-can 1?

His heart dready had the answer. It was achild, born of no woman.

Hischild.

So that’ s settled. Maybe that will finally make Seregil shut up about me finding a girl, too.

Khenir looked up and chuckled. “1t’' s good to see you smile.”

“I likethe fish. Can | have some of that bread to give them?’

Khenir passed him the crust he' d brought and they sat together on the rim of the fountain, watching as
thefish thrust their blunt heads and gaping, whiskered mouths up out of the water to beg like puppies.

Khenir gill had charge of his chain, but Alec had room enough to move away alittle, and as he bent to
look more closdly at ayellow snal crawling aong the bottom of the pool, he caught sight of something
lying in the shadow under the wide basin.

It wasachild s bronze hairpin.

Without any change of expression, he kndlt and rested one arm on the edge of the basin, trailing his
fingersin thewater for the fish to nibble at, while letting the other fal. It only took an instant to pam the
pin.

He had no deeve or belt to hide it in, so he pinched it in the folds of one curled palm and prayed to
[llior he didn’t have causeto use hisleft hand until his got back to hisroom.

Khenir rested ahand casudly on Alec’ s shoulder. “I'm glad you like the fish so much. You look likea
child, kneding there.”

Alec grinned up a him. “They’re very pretty. Thewhole gardenis. It's good to get out of that room.
And...” He glanced away shyly. “And to see you, too. There' sno onedsel cantalk to here. I'veredly
come to understand what you said about being lonely. It sawful, isn't it?’

“Itis” Khenir'shand moved from Alec’ s shoulder to hishair, and he combed his fingers through the
loose srands around Alec’ sface. Thetips of hisfinger were cool and soft as they brushed his cheek, and
Alec was once again torn between sympathy and distrust. He turned his face away from that touch.

“Still pining for that lost love of yours?” Khenir asked sadly.

“Yes. But it'sgood to have you here.”

Khenir leaned closer and whispered, “Would you redly take mewith you, if you got out?’

“Yes, | would.”

“And do you think you could redly get away? How would you do that?’

Alec looked back at the fish. Did he trust Khenir or not? His head told him one thing, but gut ingtinct
made him hold back. It was abad feding, especidly if he waswrong and Khenir redly was hisfriend.

Caution won out, al the same. He shrugged. “I don’t know. Get on a ship headed west, | suppose.”

Khenir laughed outright at that. “ That’ s your whole plan, isit? Find aship? Hmm, | think maybe I'll
take my chances and stay here, then. Y ou'll be chained in the market without afoot before the next full

Alec shrugged. “ Y ou're probably right.”

He kept the pin hidden in his pam until hewas aonein hiscell again. He waited until the lock ground



into place, then sat down and examined hisfind.

It wasachild' shair stick, just lessthan threeincheslong, with acarved ivory finid. Illior must have
heard me, after all, he thought, for the pin was made of bronze, rather than soft gold or silver.
However, hishorn splinters had been longer.

He knew that Khenir’ s evauation of his so-cdled plan was apt. Evenif he did get out of thisroom,
and thevilla, he wouldn’t get very far without some way to disguise himself, and the rhekaro, too. He
glanced up at the ceiling, wondered if there was any sort of dye in the workshop.

And, of course, he' d have to find Seregil, too.

He had little appetite that night but ate his turnip stew and bread anyway to avoid any undue attention.
Ahmol took the tray away when he was done and Alec lay down to wait.

Without awindow, it was impossible to gauge the passage of time. Instead, he fixed his gaze on the
candle flamein the niche by the door and began counting softly to himself to mark the passing seconds.
Herecdled Seregil oncetelling him how long it took a candle to burn an inch but couldn’t remember
what the actual time had been. It was boring work, and he lost count severa times, dozing off, but when
the candlefindly burned amost to the socket, he judged that it must be late.

He went to the door and put his ear against the wood. All was silent beyond. Encouraged, he inserted
the pininto thelock and gently caressed the tumblers, seeing what he could reach. Thefirdt pin gave
easly, but the second was a hairbreadth out of reach.

“Bilairy’sBdlsl” He sat back on hishedls and turned the hairpin over between hisfingers. It was
metal, so there was the chance that he could pound it out alittle to make it longer, but with what? He
carried it over to the corner with the dop pail. The pail was carved in one piece from alength of log and
quitethick at the bottom.

It had also been used severa timestoday.

Alec kicked it over to makeit look like an accident, but was careful to send the contents away from
the bed. Stale urine spread across the floor and soaked into the mortar. Satisfied, Alec carried the
bucket away from the mess and sat down to work on the pin.

He soon discovered that wood was no fit tool for shaping cold bronze. At first all he managed to do
was dent the bottom of the pail and leave traces of metal on the floor. Just as he was about to give up,
however, he accidentally struck the ivory bead on the end of the pin and shattered it, reveaing a precious
length of knurled metal that had been hidden before. He picked up every broken fragment and hid them
in the mattress, then went back to the door.

The extralittle bit of length was enough. The lock gave and he inched the door open on darkness.
There was no sign of light from the cellar below, or from the workshop. He crept up the stairsand put his
ear to the door. More silence there.

He took a deep breath, then tested the latch. It lifted with afaint snick of metal and he opened the
door atiny crack. The workroom wasin darkness except for the red glow from the athanor’ s furnace.

A fire needed tending. He pushed the door open alittle further and looked around for the achemist
and his servant. But the room appeared deserted.

Or s0 he thought until something moved just outside the dim glow of the furnace.

It wasthe rhekaro. It was clad in ashort dave' stunic that left itslimbs bare. Alec saw more bandages
than had been there this morning. As he watched, it squatted by the athanor, stared amoment at thefire
within through one of the ports, then took a handful of woodchips from abasket and fed them one by
oneinto the chamber.

It's not a mindless thing, thought Alec, pleased but wary. If it served the dchemidt, it might just be
loya. Well, there was only one way to find out.

He stepped dowly into the room, watching the rhekaro for areaction.

It paid him no attention until he came up behind it and touched its shoulder.

It turned and looked up at him, then its lips made alittle sucking motion.

“Areyou hungry?’” Alec whispered.

The creature made no reply but fixed its gaze on Alec’ s hand.

“All right, then.” He went to one of the tables and found a bodkin lying next to abowl of flowers. He



stabbed hisfinger and offered it. The rhekaro took it eagerly and sucked, looking himin the eye asit
dwaysdid.

“Do you know me?’ he asked softly. “Can you speak?’

Asaways, there was no answer. Perhapsiit lacked the ability to speak or understand, thought Alec.
And despite the number of woundsit clearly had, he hadn’t heard much screaming, either.

The rhekaro made no move to res st when Alec untied one of the bandages around its left arm to
inspect the damage. He expected to find skin diced away, but instead he found a painted symbol similar
to those he’ d seen on the amulets Y hakobin had made him wear.

Other bandages revedled similar marks. Some looked inflamed, but there was no serious wound. So
the dchemist was taking better care of thisone, at least. Thelittle thing was clean and itslong hair shone
inthefirdight.

“What areyou for?” Alec murmured, retying the bandages.

As soon as he was finished, the rhekaro squatted down to feed the fire again, seeming to forget al
about him.

Alec l€eft it to itstask and began searching the shop for anything that might help them escape. There
was nothing like awespon, except for the bodkin, and that wouldn't be much good against a sword.
What knives' Y hakobin used were stored away out of sight. Once again, he cursed hislack of
Penimaran. The drawers of the dchemist’ s cabinets and cupboards were dl carefully [abeled in clear but
incomprehensible script.

“Damn! | can't even find the tea, much lessaknife,” he muttered aoud.

The rhekaro straightened again and went to the tallest of the cabinets, the one with scores of small
drawers. Without any hesitation at al it pulled one out and reached in, then cameto Alec and held out a
pottery jar with aleather top. Surprised, Alec opened the lid and sniffed at the contents.

It wastea

Meanwhile, the rhekaro went to one of the tables and grasped the handle of a drawer there. When it
would not open, it just stood there, apparently baffled.

“Isthat where the knives are?’ Alec asked, not expecting an answer.

The rhekaro touched the handle again, then let itshand fall to itsside.

Alec made short work of the smple lock and opened it. Insde was anegtly arranged array of knives
that would have made a butcher happy.

He clapped the rhekaro on the shoulder. “ Thank you. Now, you don’t know if he has any dyes, do
you?”
The rhekaro went to another large cupboard and opened it, showing Alec apile of leather pouches,
many of them stained from the contentsinside.

“Brown dye?’ Alectried.

The rhekaro selected apouch and carried it to him.

“Do you know how to mix it?’

Stymied again, the rhekaro just stood there.

“That'sdl right. You' reagood helper.” It wasimpossible not to speak to it asif it wasan actua child.
“Keys?'

Again there was no response.

“Food? Bread?’

Nothing.

“FHower?

Despite the fact that the flower bowl was only afew feet away, the rhekaro paid it no mind.

“Let’s see. What would be useful ? Rope?’

It went to acloset and returned with severa hanks of rope, some of it stained and stiff with what
appeared to be blood.

“Seregil?’ Alec tried. As expected, that got him another blank look. It seemed that the rhekaro’s
education was very limited. “Well, let’ stry this. Alec?’

Therhekaro immediately came to him, took his hand, and sucked on hisfinger.



Alec chuckled and pulled his hand free. “ At least you didn’'t come at mewhen | said ‘food.”” He took
those cool little handsin hisand pressed them to his chest. “Alec. My nameis Alec. Alecisme. Do you
understand? Name?’

The rhekaro gazed up at him and he could have sworn he caught afleeting ook of confusion. Perhaps,
having no name of its own, such distinctions meant nothing to it. “ Alec” was probably the sametoit as
“chair” or “rope’ or “ted’: just another useful item to be found in the workshop.

There was no question that it was focused on him now, though. As he stole to the outer door to listen,
it followed right behind on bare Slent feet.

There were guards somewhere outside. He could hear them talking. No use going out the front door,
then.

It would have been helpful if the place had awindow into the smaller garden, but no such luck. The
skylights were no more help, ether; there were bars across them now. When had that happened?
Perhapsit was anight barrier, set in place when the alchemist finished for the day? The rhekaro followed
him like alost pup as Alec hastily searched further, looking for any other way out.

In the process he found a cupboard containing afew of Y hakobin’s stained work robes. They werea
bit large, but had deeves and were not dave garb. Therewasa pair of worn shoes, too.

He paused, keeping one ear attuned to the door, and took stock. So far he had access to clothing,
knives, tea, adye he didn’t know how to use, and alock pick that worked.

And no ideawhere Seregil was.

He paused by the athanor, watching the contents boil duggishly. It till looked like mud to him.

“What isheup to, | wonder?’ he murmured.

Cold fingers closed around Alec’ swrist. Surprised, he looked down to find the rhekaro staring up a
theretort aswell, and it had a hand pressed to its chest, just as he had when he' d tried to make it
understand his name.

“What?Y ou have aname?’

As expected, there was no answer except that it lowered its hand.

“Y ou want aname?’

That little hand went back to its chest, over its heart-assuming it had one.

“Can you tell mewhat you mean, or isthat just something you saw me do?’ hewondered. “But |
should cdl you something, | guess. I’ ve never named anyone before, except ahorse.” He studied thelittle
creature for amoment, then said, “How about Sebrahn?’ It was the Aurénfaie word for moonlight. He
touched the rhekaro on the chest. “ Sebrahn. That's you. What do you think?”

The rhekaro looked at him amoment, then dowly pointed at the retort and then at itself, and held up a
finger, showing him thewhiteline of ascar.

Alec held its hand alittle closer to the waning glow of thefire. A scar? And it had hedled without the
help of hisblood, too. Helooked at the roiling mass, then back at the creature. “He put something of you
inthere, didn’'t he? He made you from me, and now he' strying to make something from you.”

Sebrahn went to the knife drawer, selected asmal, sharp blade, and brought it to Alec, then held out
itshand.

Alec put it back and closed the drawer. “No. | won't do that to you.”

Just then he heard alouder voice outside: Y hakobin, speaking with the sentries.

Alec looked frantically at al the open cupboards and drawers. He d let himsdlf get distracted by the
rhekaro, forgetting that the alchemist worked al hours!

Cursing slently, he flew around the room, trying to put everything back to rights. It was only when he
stumbled over Sebrahn that he realized that the rhekaro was till following him. The voices were getting
closer now. Ahmol waswith hismaster.

Alec took the rhekaro by its thin shoulders and whispered, “Tend thefirel” then bolted for the Sairs.
A find glance found the creature squatting by the athanor again with its basket of chips, but it waslooking
ahim.

Alec just managed to get the stairway door pulled shut when he heard the workroom door open. It
hadn’t been locked!



Damning himsdlf for dl kinds of fool, he crept back to hisroom and locked himself in with shaking
hands. It took severd tries, and he had just gotten the pick hidden in the mattress when he heard stepson
the stairs outside hisroom. He braced for the worst, but they continued on downgtairsto the cellar.

Alec quickly moved the pick, since Khenir dready knew that hiding place. Reaching under the bed, he
wedged the brass pin between the mattress and the bed ropes. That done, he sagged back across the
bed, limp with relief, until he heard the rhekaro’ sfirst thin squeal of pain from the cdllar. It took every
ounce of will he had not to pick the lock again and dash down to stop whatever was going on. Instead,
he pounded on the door, yelling, “Leave him aone. Stop hurting him, damn you!”

It did no good, of course. The cries continued for alittle while, then stopped just as abruptly. He
kicked the door in frustration. “Y ou heartless bastard! He' sjust a child. How can you do that?’

He jumped back quickly as akey rattled in the lock. The door swung open and there was the
achemig, whip in hand and furious. Ahmol stood just behind with Sebrahn’slimp little body in hisarms.

“Youkilled him!” Alec snarled.

Y hakobin strode in and grabbed Alec by the hair, dragging him back to the doorway .

“Him, you say? Look at itshand,” he ordered, giving Alec’ s head ahard shake, and then shoving him
to hiskneesfor acloser look.

The rhekaro’ sleft arm hung limply down, and Alec saw that its entire hand had been cut off thistime.
Something was dripping from the terrible wound, but it wasn't blood. Aswith the last one, it was thicker,
and amost clear.

“You areafool, Alec, if you think this thing isin any way human,” the dchemist said sernly. “And
you are agreater fool to insult me. I’ ve no patience with you-or it-tonight.”

He barked out an order and two strapping men appeared and held Alec while Y hakobin drove the
bodkin into Alec’ sfinger and yanked his hand to the rhekaro’ s dack lips. After amoment the lips closed
around it and it sucked weakly, but its eyelids didn’t even flutter.

Y hakobin shoved Alec' sface closer to the severed wrist and he saw fivelittle nubs protruding from
the stump, the same sort as he' d seen when Y hakobin had cut the fingers off the first rhekaro he' d made.
It was the beginning of anew hand.

If it was hedling, then perhapsit wasn't dead, after all.

Hisrdief was short-lived. Y hakobin handed hiswhip to one of the men. “Good night, Alec. Pleasant
dreams.”

The beating that followed involved not just the whip, but fists and boots aswell. By thetimeit was
over Alec was spitting blood and both eyes were swollen shut. They left him on the floor. Thelast thing
he heard was the door locking after them.

As consciousness spun away, he comforted himsdf with the knowledge that his new pick was il
hidden. Freedom was hiswhen he chose to grasp it. Next time he wouldn't hesitate.

CHAPTER 34

TheWatchers Go Forth

THE WEATHER TURNED rotten before Micum and Thero could set sail from Gedre. Lashing rain
and high seas held their vessdl in port for three days, then the wind was againgt them, forcing the captain
to tack endlesdy to make any progress at al. The Osiat was degper than the Inner Sea, and the storms
fiercer, especialy heading north toward the Strait. But the ship was asturdy, deek little carave,
lateen-rigged and well balasted, under the command of a Gedre named Solies.

It took nearly aweek to reach Virésse. Thero used the tooth to keep track of their quarry; so far
Notiswas dtill in the harbor town. The Gedre khirnari had given them letters of introduction, but Micum
seemed increasingly uneasy asthey neared the port.

“Would it befair to say that Seregil and Ulan i Sathil aren’t exactly on cordid terms?’ he mused as



they sat inthe gdley, trying to keep their salt meat and turab from diding off the table as the ship pitched
and rolled.

“I"ve been thinking the same,” Thero admitted. “And if Seregil were here, | think he'd be reminding us
that he' s never oneto go in the front door when he has a chance to do otherwise.”

Micum grinned. “Are you turning nightrunner on me, too?’

“I wouldn’t go that far, but there’ s much to be said for caution.”

“Can you magic us somehow, so we don't stick out in the crowd?’

“I could, but remember where we are going. My magic ismore likely to call atention to usthanitisto
shield us. | think an attempt at stealth might be the better plan.”

“Well then, | guesswe' d better ask Captain Soliesif he knows of any back doors.”

Asit happened, the captain did, and put in that evening a a secluded inlet afew mileswest of Virésse
harbor. Sailors swam their horses ashore for them, and Captain Solies went with Micum and Thero as
they were rowed ashore, looking less than pleased with the plan.

“Keep those letterswith you in case you' re chalenged,” hewarned. “1' [l be left explaining our
anchorage hereif anyone comes asking.”

“WE |l be back inafew days,” Thero promised. “And I'll do my best to send you word if it all goes
wrong.”

* k %

They spent the night under tall pines, wrapped in their blankets against the damp chill.

“I had my firgt taste of thiswith Alec, when the Plenimaranstook us,” Thero admitted, huddled near
thelittle fire Micum had coaxed to life. 1 must admit, | missmy tower rooms at times like this. Nysander
and Magyanawere better at this sort of thing.”

“Y ou’ ve hardened up nicdly, though.” Micum lifted the little kettle of tea off the coals and poured
Thero acup, then took out his pipe for asmoke. Settling with his back to atree trunk, he took afew
puffs. “It's been awhile for me, too. Feels damn good to be deeping rough again.”

The following morning found the forest thick with fog. Thero would have been hopelesdy logt, but
Micum, who seemed to have an infalible sense of direction, soon found anarrow cart track leading in the
right direction.

Micum kept up the horses at good pace through the morning as the mist burned off under therising
sun. By thetime they dismounted by a roadside spring to eat, Thero noticed that hislimp was more
pronounced.

“I think I can help you with that,” Thero offered. “Nysander taught me abit of hedling, and | learned
more from Mydri in Bokthersa.”

Micum sighed. “1 can’'t say no to that, | suppose. What should | do?’

“Just St on that rock there. I’ll have to put my hands on you.”

“Go on, then.” Micum sat down and stuck out his bad leg.

Thero knelt beside him and carefully pressed a hand to the front and back of Micum’sthigh. He'd
never laid hands on aman before, and felt alittle awkward, but Micum just watched with interest and
showed no sign of discomfort.

Thero hadn’'t seen Micum’swound since it had healed, but he could easily trace the long, uneven
ridges of scar tissue through the thin leather of Micum’s breeches. They ran from behind hiskneeto just
below hisbuttock. Closing his eyes, Thero whispered the healing charm Magyana had taught him to take
away pain. The tense muscles under his hands relaxed a bit and he heard Micum'’ s grateful sigh.

“That'sabit better.”

“Wait alittle” Thistime, Thero summoned the deeper hedling Seregil’ ssister had taught him-one he'd
used often to help Kliathrough the long, painful days of healing, when her remaining fingers threatened to
curl permanently into withered claws. Asthe spdl took hold, he could fed the rush of blood through
muscle and the tenson of tendon adong bone. He imagined warm sunlight and sent the heet of it degp into



theflesh.

“By theLight!” Micum murmured.

Thero held on until hefdt the thick, hardened skin loosen under hisfingers, then sat back and opened
hiseyes. “I can do more later. Do you think you can ride some more?’

Micum stood and tried the leg. “Hell, | think | can run! Now, isour friend Notis still there?’

Thero took the tooth from a pouch at his belt and pressed it between hispalms. “Yes, and he's
ashore, too. | think | can find him now that we' re closer.”

They reached the outskirts of Virésse that afternoon. The sprawling white city embraced adeep,
broad port, and was protected at its back by mountains. Pausing on a hill overlooking the harbor, Micum
sat on astone fai’ thast marker and counted well over ahundred ships of dl sizes moored there, and not a
few of them carrying the striped sails of Plenimar.

“It' sno secret thet the eastern clans trade with them,” Thero observed. “ Still, it’ sabit daunting, seeing
so many of them here”

“| see agood many Skaan vessalsthere, too. We should be able to pass unnoticed if we don't call
attention to ourselves.”

Thero took out the tooth again and cast the seeking spell and awizard' s eye at the sametime. The
result was aquick, dizzying mentd flight to atavern inn at the waterfront. The sgnboard in front bore no
words, but showed a dragon wrestling with a sea serpent.

“That shouldn’t be too hard to spot,” said Micum, rubbing absently at hisgameleg. “Let’s hope their
food and ale are good. How' s your Plenimaran, by the way?’

“1 can make mysdlf understood, though I’ m sure to be known for a Skalan as soon as| open my
mouth.”

Micum nodded. “I’ ve still got my northland accent. Better let me do most of the talking until we get
our man cornered. It'll draw less attention.”

CHAPTER 35

The Good Slave

ILAR' SVISITS WERE becoming more frequent, and more varied. There were still whippings now
and then-sometimes when Seregil let his careful mask dip, sometimes at Ilar’ s own strange whim-but only
a llar’ s own hands now, and those Seregil could easily bear.

Ilar came earlier in the day and stayed longer, too. Seregil played hisrole with increasing ease. Aslong
ashekept Alecin hisheart, he could feign obedienceto llar with ease, pour wine for him without spitting
init when llar wasn't looking, and even manage to converse with the man, listening again and again to
Ilar’ sversion of the daysthey’ d spent together. He learned of the man’ sfamily and, when Ilar had had
more wine than usua, hisregrets a the shame he' d brought on hiskin and clan. Seregil even shared a
little of hisown past, when pressed, and took a certain degree of dark pleasure in recounting his exploits
in Skala, for thepain and envy it kindled in llar’ seyes.

Asthe days passed and they grew more accustomed to each other’ s company, Seregil sensed that,
despite llar’ s cool fagade, he wasincreasingly troubled. Seregil guessed it had something to do with the
fact that there had been no more mention of Ilar’ sfreedom. Intrigued, he bided histime and chose his
moment carefully.

One evening, when llar seemed especidly tense, Seregil poured the wine and brought it to him.
Standing respectfully beside his chair, he reached out, and then pulled his hand back asif reconsidering
the action.

“What isit?’ llar demanded irritably.

“Y ou seem out of sorts, Master.” Ilar relished hearing that word from hislips, and Seregil used it as
often as possible, playing the obedient dave.



“Andwhat if | am?’

Seregil dipped his hand under Ilar’ slong hair to stroke the nape of hisneck. “Y es, you're very tense.
If | may, Master?’

Ilar glanced up warily. “ Stay where | can seeyou.”

Ilar was no fool, and still had ahedlthy distrust of Seregil, but it had also become obvious that he was
gtarved for touch in this house. If gpproached carefully, llar was particularly susceptible to the dightest
show of kindness. So Seregil chanced it now, kneading the back of Ilar’s smooth neck with expert
fingers

The man was dow to rdax. He sat stiffly, till drinking, one eye on Seregil.

“It would be easier if | sood behind the chair, Master,” Seregil suggested, diding hisfingers down the
neck of llar’ s robe to massage between his shoulder blades.

“Easer to what? Throttle me? | prefer you where you are.”

“Then how about this?” Seregil boldly straddled llar’ slegs, settling on his kneesto bring both hands
into play. It brought their faces close together and Seregil kept his eyes|owered for atime, then looked
up through hislashes. Even a eunuch could be seduced if you knew what he liked; Ilar liked to be
touched.

“What isit youwant?’ Ilar muttered.

“To take that frown from my master’ sface.”

“*Coy’ doesn't suit you, Haba,” Ilar sneered, but Seregil could already fed the tension easing from the
muscles under hisfingers.

“What do | want, then?” Seregil worked hisfingers up and down the back of Ilar’ sneck. “My
freedom, certainly. And Alec, of course.”

Ilar chuckled at his honesty. “What else?’

“Something’ swrong, isn't it? Master Y hakobin hasn't released you as he promised.”

“Hewill.”

“When?’

Ilar locked eyeswith him. “What’ sthat to you?”

“I amyours, Magter. My fate lieswith yours, hand in glove. | can’t help being curious.”

“Wall, if you must know, your haf-breed may not be bleeding the right sort of blood.”

Seregil kept up his gentle work as he took thisin. He couldn’t ask about the rhekaro without tipping
his hand. Fortunately, llar wasin atalkative mood.

“Mmmmm, yes, Haba Right there.” He Sighed as Seregil began kneading the stiff muscles at the base
of hisskull. “Since you are so agreeable today, I'll answer your question. The master seeksto make a
particular kind of creature, one that has great power. It can only be made with the blood of an
Hézadridfae”

A monster made from’ faie blood, just like the dra’ gorgos! “That’swhy he wanted Alec?’

“Yes. As soon asword came from Aurénen that one had appeared, Master Y hakobin was
determined to be the one to capture him.”

“Who sent word?’

“Spies, | suppose. It doesn’t matter.”

It does to me, Seregil thought darkly. Assuming that llar wastelling the truth, this seemed to point to
someone other than Phoria. Seregil was alittle disgppointed.

“Fortunatdly, | was ableto assst him, since | knew that the young man’ s talimenios was you. So when
word arrived that you were both returning to Aurénen-Well, you know the rest.”

“Wereyou there?" Seregil kept hisvoice calm and hisfingersworking.

“Of course not! But | knew your name and face, and that was enough for the davers. Y ou certainly
made no secret of your movements.”

“Why didn’t they come after usin Skaa?’

“They don’t raid that far north, do they?’

“| suppose not.”

“And Rhimineeis not such an easy place for spies, snce Mardus sfailed attack on the city.”



“I’'m glad to heer it. So, Aleciswell, Master?’

“You'veseenhim.”

“And he doesn't suspect you being anything other than afellow dave?’

“Apparently not.”

Seregil very much hoped Ilar was wrong about that.

“Oh, by theway. It ssemsyour blood isas useless as his. Master Y hakobin attempted to use that
which hetook from you that day. It doesn't transmute properly at al.”

“Do give him my regrets, won't you?’ Seregil said without thinking.

Strong hands clamped over hiswrigts, pinning them together in front of hisface. “ Are you missing the
whip, Haba?’

“No, Master! Please, forgive me.”

“Then watch that tongue of yours, or I'll cut it out. Now prove to methat you are sorry.”

Seregil leaned in to kiss him, only to be shoved off llar slap. With an inward Sgh, he prostrated
himsealf and kissed the toe of hisdipper. Ilar pulled hisfoot away and used it to shove hisface into the
carpet. “Don’t forget your place, Haba. And don't forget your bargain.”

“I won't, Master.” Thethick pile of the carpet got into his mouth and he coughed.

Ilar gave him alast light kick in the head and swept out, damming the door after him.

“Ingrate,” Seregil muttered, wiping his mouth. In spite of the indignity, it had been agood evening’s
work. It didn’'t sound like llar would be leaving the house anytime soon.

CHAPTER 36

Nightrunning

RHANIA CAME TO Seregil’ sdoor again that night.

“Have you thought more about what we spoke of 7’ he asked, cheek pressed to the door.

“Yes. Do you redly think it possble?’

“Get me out of thisroomand I'll proveit to you.”

“And you would take me with you?’

“Yes"

“Y ou give your word?’

“By the honor of Bokthersa, | swear it. But we'll need afew things. Weapons, clothing, food. Canyou
put your hands on those?’

“Yegl”

“Don't doit al a once. Someone might notice. Just abit at atime, and hide them somewhere you can
get to quickly at night.”

“| understand.”

“Now, how are you going to get me out of thisroom?’

Therewasalong slence. “Let methink on that. | will find away.”

Once again, he heard no sound of her leaving. That might be agood sign. She was brave and qui,
and must have asteady nerveto cometo him like this. He might actually be able to keep his promiseto
her.

Rhania gtole to his door dmost every night, whispering to him about what supplies she’ d been able to
cache, and telling him of any glimpse she’d had of Alec. It seemed he was till being kept in the
outbuilding and was sometimes alowed to walk in the garden with llar. Asfar as she could tdll, they'd
become friends.

That newswaslike aknifein Seregil’ sgut.

Ilar visted Seregil every day, and hisvigtsgrew longer. It was clear he ddighted in having Seregil
under his sway and making him do al sorts of menia tasks.



Seregil played the perfect body servant, letting llar believe that he was becoming resigned to hisfate.
Day by day Ilar grew alittle more a ease with him, abit more open.

Today, after some subtle prompting while massaging llar’ sfeet, Seregil had gotten him to talk about
some of hisformer masters and what he' d suffered at their hands. As Seregil listened, he found himself
caught between pity and disgust. His expresson must have betrayed him, though; Ilar had suddenly
kicked him away and stormed out without aword.

Seregil sat up and staunched his bloody nose with the bottom of hisrobe. For once, hedidn’t hold it
againg llar, when his own collection of wounds had been gotten as afree man, doing his chosen work.
Not that it made him hate llar any less, of course.

That would be weskness.

Lying in bed that night, though, he spent along time trying to chase away theimages Ilar had
summoned in hismind. But they followed him into his dreams, and he was glad to be woken sometime
later by the familiar sound of soft, persistent scratching on his door.

He walked over and pressed his ear to thewood. “Y es?” He was aways careful not to use her name,
or sound as if he were expecting anyone, in caseit did turn out to be someone lessfriendly.

Tonight hisanswer wasthe sound of akey inthelock. A cloaked figure dipped insde, armed with a
large carving knife. Seregil jJumped back quickly, braced for an attack. Rhania pushed back her hood
and removed her veil.

Shewasn't young but was quite beautiful under the tracery of Khatme clan markings. Seregil read
them quickly: she was a person of middle standing, without magic. There were large holesin her ears
where the clan jewery had been stripped from her. One earlobe had been torn and healed badly.

“Here, take these!” Shereached under her cloak and handed him awadded tunic. Inside hefound a
belt, some ragged trousers, hisworn old poniard, and Alec’ s boot dagger with the black-and-silver
handle.

“Where did you get these?’

“Ilban Y hakobin had them displayed in the library downgtairs, astrophies. The daversinclude
belongingsin the price of thesde.”

“That' s dl there was? No swords, or abow?’

“Therewasnothing s

“Damn.” Seregil’ s uncle had made his sword for him. Alec' stogether with the Black Radly bow-had
been giftsfrom Seregil. “I wasn't expecting you to act so soon. Has something happened?’

“The master visited my bed tonight.” Rhaniaraised her chin proudly, daring him to judge her as she
held up alarge key. “1 took it while he dept and came here a once. We must leave before he knowsit's
missing. He ssureto know | took it.”

“Bravely done”

“Come on, then. Kill Khenir with your knife and flee with me!”

But Seregil wasn't ready to let go of dl caution just yet; somehow, it felt too easy. “It' sagood tae,
my lady, and believe me, nothing would please me more. But why should | trust you any morethan | do
him?How do | know it' s not Khenir putting you up to dl this, just to get mein trouble?” That would
probably suit llar very well, watching him lose afoot on the block.

Sheféll to her knees and clasped her hands. 1 give you my pledge: ‘ Though you thrust your dagger at
my eyes, | will not flinch!’”

“Areyou sure?’ asked Seregil, grasping thetip of the knife shewas till holding and moving it away
from his crotch. The oath was more than mere poetry among the’faie. He drew the poniard and leveled
it a her face. Even when he made aquick feint at her |eft eye, she remained absolutely steady, her gaze
locked with his.

“Please. Don't doubt me now,” she whispered.

He pulled her to her feet. “Will you show meto where my friend is being held?’

“Yes, but it'sdangerous.”

He grinned as he changed his dave robefor the clothing she' d brought him. “ At this point, what isn’t?
I’m not going without him.”



“I know. But we must go quickly!” She pulled back her cloak to show him a satchel she had over one
shoulder. “ See? | have food, water, aflint, and the rest you asked for.”

Shetook him by the hand and led him down anarrow stair and through severd turns of anarrow
passageway. He smelled dust and mice-a back passage, one that let servants move through the house
without offending the eyes of the master and his household.

They came out in ashadowy room full of bulky furnishings. At the far end a set of double doors stood
open. Seregil stole up to the edge of the doorway. It was acrisp, overcast night, with no moonlight to
betray them. Intentiondly or not, the Khatme had chosen her moment well.

Peering cautioudy outside, he froze as he made out aline of figures outside. As his eyes adjusted to
the light, however, he redized that they were only statues, lined up along the sdes of along fountain pool.

I’ ve been here! He recognized the black-and-white mosaic paving. It was dl he did remember,
having been drugged to the gillsthe only other time he' d been here.

Overhead, there was a second-floor gallery, with doorways and lots of darkened windows.

“There, thewatchman,” Rhaniawhispered, pointing out a dark figure dumped on astool near an
archway to their left. An overturned cup lay at hisfedt.

“Drunk?" asked Seregil.

“Dead, | hope. He helped himself to me once too often, so | gifted him with abit of one of the
master’ sgpecid dixirsin hiswinetonight.”

“Y ou were planning thislong before | ever showed up.”

“Yes. Aurasent you, and | am ready.”

“Take what the Lightbearer sends and be thankful, eh?” Seregil shook his head, wondering how a
woman like her had ended up adavein thefirst place.

Rhania pointed to an arched gateway at the far end of the courtyard. “ Through there. Y our friend isin
Ilban’ sworkshop.”

“Good. Stay closeto me.”

Keeping to the shadows under the gdlery, he started for the gate.

Suddenly someone on the gallery overhead shouted, “ There they are.”

Rhania cowered back against the wall asthe sound of running feet camefrom al directions. “ That's
llben!”

“Therel” awoman screamed, and Seregil prayed it wasn't Zoriel.

“No!” Rhaniagasped, looking around wildly. “No, | can't...l won't!”

Before Seregil could stop her, she clasped the carving knife in both hands and drove it deep into her
breast. She fell without acry.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Seregil bolted across the courtyard, dodged between two startled guards coming the
other way, and dashed into the garden beyond. The workshop Rhaniatold him about wasright therein
front of him, but it might aswell have been on the moon for dl the good it did him right now.

A pursuer caught him by the shoulder. Seregil paused just long enough to plunge his poniard through
that man’ sthroat and into the chest of the one who'd come with him, then ran acrossto alarge, ornate
fountain on what appeared to be an outer wall. Using the carvings for purchase, he scrambled up. At the
top, somehow il clutching the bloody poniard, he looked over and saw a shadowed fold of ground
below. Ditch or gorge, it wasimpossibleto tell.

He kept low and ran dong the top of thewall, trying to find a better place, but the declivity followed
thisside of the house.

If hedid jump and didn’t break his neck, he till might not be able to get back inside easily for Alec.
And just where exactly was he going to go if he did run-branded, dressed in stolen, ill-fitting clothes, with
blood on his hands, and no knowledge of the countryside?

Hefollowed the top of the wall past the workshop and around the smaller garden with the covered
wakway and the fish pool. He caught sight of movement below just in time to flatten himsdlf into the
angle between the wall and the tiled walkway roof.

“What are you doing in here?’ aman demanded.

“The master said to search everywhere,” another replied.



“Don't beafooal. You can see where he went over thewall. There are bloody handprints all over the
fountain. Get the dogs and search the gully first. He slikely lying there with abroken leg, the damn foal.”

“That'll be theleast of hisworries once the master has him again.”

The voices faded away. Thunder rolled in the distance, and afew drops of cold rain pattered down,
gpattering on the tiles and soaking through the back of Seregil’ sthin tunic. A moment later the skies
opened and rain came down in sheets.

Seregil mouthed asilent prayer of thanks. The rain would cover the fact that there were no tracks
beyond the wall. He cautioudly raised his head and |ooked around. Directly across from where helay
was the wing of the house where he d been held in the upstairs room. Several small wooden grilleswere
vigblejust below the eaves, and most likely let into an attic. In his experience, attics of large houses could
be very ussful places.

He carefully crawled aong the walkway roof, but the rain was so heavy now that he could barely see
the fountain and guessed he was equally hidden.

It was hard work, clambering over the uneven tiles, and his palms and knees were sore by thetime he
findly reached the first wooden grille. It was old and alittle rotten. Using the dagger, he easily pried it
fromitsframeand wriggledin.

It was dusty and cold inside, and pitch-black at first. He crouched where he' d landed, letting his eyes
adjust. A flash of lightning gave him aglimpse of jumbled trunks and broken bits of furniture. Seregil
ressted the urge to explore just yet and leave telltale wet footprintsin the dust.

His caution was well warranted. Servants soon appeared with lanterns and proceeded to search every
corner of the rambling space. Seregil was kept busy skulking from one shadowy hiding spot to another.
He eventualy managed to get behind them in an already searched area and hunkered down under alarge
pile of moth-eaten bedclothes, clutching the bloody poniard.

It wasn't the best hiding spot: the musty comforters were dive with beetles and mice, and he nearly
ruptured his eardrums tifling severd violent sneezes.

Thelightsfindly disappeared and the attic went sllent again. He stayed where he was, breathing though
his mouth, for sometime, but no one came back to catch him out. The storm till raged outside, with
thunder treading on the lightning’ s hedls.

With any luck, Y hakobin would give up the search for tonight, and find the trail cold tomorrow. Sefe
for the moment, Seregil arranged hims=lf more comfortably in hisdusty, itchy hiding placeto rest while he
could.

“Teke care, tai,” he murmured softly. “I’m coming for you soon.”

CHAPTER 37

ClosngIn

THE MILKY LIGHT of early dawn was danting through the broken dats when Seregil cautioudy
emerged from his hiding place. He braced for some lurking guard to jump him, asthey had last night, but
it seemed he was alone with the mice for now. He brushed himsdf off, dapped a spider off hisneck, and
looked around. His pursuers had done him afavor. There were fresh footprints al over the dusty floor.
No onewas likely to notice afew more.

The attic ran dl around the top of the house, mirroring its shape, and he soon found a small window
overlooking the achemist’ s shop and garden. There was no sign of anyone there a the moment. He
hoped that they hadn’t moved Alec back into the cellar. If he went back the way he’ d come, he should
be able to climb down onto the roof of the covered wakway around the garden and from there bresk
into the shop.

“You did meagood turn, Rhania, giving me these knives back,” he whispered, clasping the poniard’s
Stained grip. “May your soul continue on in peace.”



Having satisfied himsdlf to his position and plan for the night, he turned his attention to the contents of
the attic and soon found enough old clothing to outfit a regiment, some cracked |eather boots that fit, and,
most useful of all, an old wicker basket containing alady’ s sewing kit. Therewere afew ivory needles,
some rusty shearsthat, with the application of alittle spit, could still cut, and even some serviceable
thread.

He chose the two best-looking coats and breeches and tried them on. They were all too large, so he
sat down under one of the gratesto dter them.

The morning passed quickly, and he was glad to be busy; it took hismind off hisempty belly and
parched mouth. He held one of theivory needlesin the corner of his mouth and sucked on that while he
worked, trying to get alittle spit flowing.

By early afternoon the rain had stopped and he' d dtered two coats and bundled them into apair of
moth-eaten cloaks. Bored now, he went back to searching, and soon found a place over the main part of
the house where he could hear voices. Stretching out on his belly, he pressed an ear to thefloor. It
sounded like servants' chatter, and from what he could make out, the household was il in an uproar.
Grinning, he softly moved on, looking for anything else that could be useful.

The achemist had no weapons or coin lying about up here, but Seregil did find something nearly as
vauablein alocked casket. With the help of the shears he pried the hasp up and spilled out asmal pile
of jewdry. Mogt of it was small items of worked slver, set with inferior stones-a child’ s collection,
perhaps, but there were afew gold lockets and a set of ivory and gold combs set with anice bit of blue
chacedony.

Valuable, and portable. My favorite combination. He added them to his stock of useful items.

Further on, he ran across abox of rusty tools, and among them was a lathing hatchet with a cracked
haft. It had aflared blade on one side and a hammerhead on the other.

“You'll do quitenicdy inapinch,” he murmured happily, testing itsweight. It could cave aman’s skull
with either side. He a so found aworn whetstone, and carried both back to the window and set about
sharpening the hatchet blade. He didn’t have much spit left by now, but it was enough to grind an edge of
sorts. He was |ooking around for something to bind up the haft when the sound of a commotion burst out
in the direction of the workshop. Someone was crying out, and one side of hismouth curved upina
lopsided grin, for he was quite certain he recognized that voice.

Alec awoke to the sound of shouting upstairs in the shop. He went to the door and pressed his ear to
it. It did little good; what he could make out was in Plenimaran. But there was no doubt that Master
Y hakobin was furious with someone. A moment later he heard the sound of ablow and acry, thena
babble of craven apology.

That was Khenir’ svoice.

The tirade ended with the sound of someone being dragged down past his door to the cellar, and the
dam of the heavy door there and the tramp of ascending boots.

Thingswent quiet for along time after that, but he was sure he could hear the sound of ragged
weeping now and again, floating up from below. Time dragged on. Hisbdly told him it was long past
time for breskfadt, but ill no one came. What could Khenir, the master’ sfavorite, have done to warrant
this sort of treatment?

At last Ahmol appeared with some soup and bread.

“What'sgoing on?’ Alec asked, not really expecting to be understood.

“Saverun,” theman replied sullenly.

“Khenir tried to escape?’

But Ahmol shook hishead. “’ Faiedave.”

“Rhania?’

Ahmol snorted at that, then sneered with evident enthusiasm, “ Khenir dave”

Alec wondered if he' d understood the man’ s broken answers correctly. Hadn't he just said it wasn't
Khenir who' d escaped? And if this escaped ’faie wasn't Khenir or Rhania...”Isthe davewhorana
men?’

Ahmol gave him agrudging nod and went out. Hadn't Khenir told him that there were no other faie



davesin the house?

He sat saring at the door, heart beating loud in his ears. There was no reason to think it was Seregil,
but he couldn’t quash the sudden rush of hope that it might be. Perhaps the achemist had purchased both
of them that night. Maybe Seregil had even been in the same dave barn, and Alec hadn’t seen him. To
have been that close!

Andif it was Seregil, and if he had gotten out, then he was out there somewhere, looking for away to
get Alec out, too.

But only if he knows I’ m here.

He decided not to think about that right now. No matter what, it wastime to get out. He reached
under the bed and felt for hispick. It was till there.

Alec paced and fretted, wishing he had awindow to tell the time by. He dept and woke and paced
some more, empty belly reminding him that no one had appeared with amed for too long. Hewas il at
it when the door swung open and two of Y hakobin’swarders stormed in and dragged him upstairsto the
workshop garden. It was | ate afternoon, or at least he thought so. Black clouds hid the sun, heavy with
the promise of rain.

A dozen or more household servants were there, dlong with agreat number of armed men. Alec
recognized severa asthose who had dragged him back and forth from his cellar prison. They al stood
around astout post that had been set into the ground. Beside it, on alitter, lay the nursemaid, Rhania. A
cloth had been bound across her eyes and another under her jaw; she was dead. Flies buzzed around the
blood staining the front of her rain-soaked gown.

If it was Seregil who' d escaped, why would he kill another faie?

Y hakobin stood by the post, holding his crop in one hand. Alec began to tremble, wondering what in
Bilairy’ sname he' d done to deserve this?

But it soon became apparent that thiswasn't about him. More men emerged from the workshop,
dragging Khenir between them. The fine golden collar was gone, replaced by one of cruder iron. Alec
was shocked at his gppearance. The normaly reserved man was screaming and struggling, hair wild
about hisface asif he'd been tearing at it. And he was naked.

Worse, the scars of Khenir’s gelding and terrible whippings were reveaded for al to see.

Alec watched, grief-stricken, as the struggling man was dragged to the post and chained by his collar
toit.

“Ilban?’ Alec gasped faintly.

“Watch well, Alec.” Y hakobin flexed the crop between his hands. “ Thiswretch Khenir, whom | loved
and trusted above all others, has brought shame on my house, and death. He begged adave of me and
promised to tame him, then allowed him to escape and kill poor Rhania.” He looked down at the dead
woman and shook his head. “ Such awaste!”

Khenir had a dave? One who needed taming? s that what Ahmol had been trying to say? But how
could adave own another dave?

Y hakobin brought the crop down on the cowering man’s bare shoulders and back. “Y ou are cast out
of my household!”

The achemist continued to vent his rage on the huddled, screaming man. Watching helplessly, Alec
forgot dl his suspicions and questions for the moment; Khenir had befriended him, comforted him. And
Alec couldn’t save him.

Y hakobin whipped Khenir until he was out of bresth, then threw the crop aside. “I should have you
skinned divefor this, but in light of your past good services, | am sparing your life. You'll beflogged, and
tomorrow you' Il be taken to the markets and sold, with your sins known.”

“Please, IIban, no! Kill meif you will, merciful Ilban, but not the markets, | beg you!” Khenir wailed.

When Y hakobin turned his face away, Khenir grew more frantic. “ The door was locked! | know it
was locked! It had to belocked. The key. | haveit. Please, Ilban, et me show you!”

“Slencel He was your responsibility and you failed. Y ou know the laws, Khenir. Y our shamefalson
me”

Men tied Khenir’ s hands and hung him from alarge peg set high on the post. Another unlimbered a



short, thick drayman’swhip and took his place.

“Thirty lashes,” Y hakobin ordered. “Don't cripple him. | want him fit for the block.”

Alec closed his eyes, but there was no escaping the screams that followed.

Seregil lay with hisface pressed to the wooden screen, and was surprised at how little pleasure he
took in the sght of Ilar being brought low. How many times had Ilar endured the whip, he wondered,
thinking of al the scars on the man’s body. And who knew what sort of person would buy such damaged
goods?

He was so beautiful once...
No! Thisismy doing, my revenge. | should be glad! But hisheart wasn'tinit.

When the whipping was over, and llar had subsided to ragged moans, someone came forward and
threw handfuls of something onto his back. Judging by the renewed screams, Seregil guessed it was salt.
Alec was il being held at the front of the crowd, and evenin thislight, Seregil could seehislover's
anguish.

The master gave another order and Ilar was cut down, still chained by his collar to the post. They left
him there, broken and aone.

Something tickled Seregil’ s cheek and he brushed &t it, expecting to fedl another spider, but it wasn't.

Hewiped hisface angrily. Why should | waste any tears on that bastard?

But he couldn’t seem to look away from the broken wreck of hisenemy, or block out the pathetic
sobbing.

CHAPTER 38

Loversand Lying Bastards

ALEC SAT ON his bed, watching the candle burn down, glad to be shut down here, away from
magters and whips and the sight of Khenir hanging on that post. He couldn’t get the man’s cries out of his
head, or the sght of his scars. But mixed with that was the memory of that day in the garden, and
Khenir’ sfdtering attempts to woo him. Or seduce him. Had Seregil been in one of those upper rooms?
Was he the shadowy figure at the window Alec sometimes caught sight of ?

Oh, tali, what did you think?
Khenir lied to me.

“ Alec, | was half-dead when Ilban brought me to this house... | pledged my lifeto him. I've
kept that pledge...” He d been telling Alec the truth then.

And he' d admitted to taking thefirst pick Alec had made.

But he didn’t tell Yhakobin about that. It could have been me on that post, and Khenir
certainly would have been rewarded if he'd told.

Hedidn't know what to believe at this point, only what he wanted to be true.

Herested hisfacein hishands, trying to calm hisracing thoughts and pounding heart.

Breathe, Alec. Just focus on your breath, Seregil whispered to him from long ago.
In.

Out.

Sow.

Deep.

He continued like that for along time, until grief, doubt, confuson-al of it-receded, leaving in their
place that same calm silence he felt right before he released his bowstring and let an arrow fly.

He reached under the bed, reassuring himself again that the bronze pin was still there, and settled back
to watch the candl€' s progress.

By midnight, the house below had falen slent. Seregil felt around in the dark, making sure he had
everything he needed. The clotheshe' d atered fit well enough and despite the musty odor that clung to



them, he felt more himself than he had in weeks, free a last of hisdave sgarb. He had asuit of clothes
ready for Alec, too, rolled tightly around apair of boots he hoped would fit.

The poniard, dagger, and lathing hatchet were tucked securely into the belt Rhania had given him. The
bits of jewdry, hisboots, and Alec’s clothing weretied in the cloak and dung over one shoulder, and
with them the severed braid of hislong hair. He regretted having to cut it, but that, as much ashisface,
would have been aflag to any dave takers. What remained hung in ragged hanks around hisface.
Between that, his patched-up, faded, ill-fitting clothing, and aday’ s worth of dust on hisface and hands,
he cut arather fine figure as a beggar. He tied astained kerchief around his neck and went to the window
to seeif the coast was il clear.

He' d seen two sentries so far, and they came and went. No doubt the alchemist had the rest till
scouring the countryside for him.

The night was overcast but the clouds were broken and fast-moving, letting enough starlight through to
make out |lar, still huddled beside the post. If there were guards posted to watch him, Seregil couldn’t
seethem fromthisangle.

Sow and careful, now. He climbed out onto the walkway roof and set the grille back in place. His
bare feet made barely awhisper as he retraced his steps around the small courtyard to the edge of the
workshop garden.

From here he could see the pair of sentries at the arched entrance leading back to the house. Leaving
his bundle on the roof, he crept along the wall to adark corner furthest from Ilar and the guards, dropped
slently into an herb bed, and drew Alec’ s dagger and his poniard. He had one chance at this, and he
meant to makeit count.

The two men were standing together just inside the entrance to the garden. One was smoking a pipe
and the sweet smell of the tobacco permeated the night air. Keeping closeto thewall, Seregil silently
closed in on them, glad their attention was focused on conversation rather than paying attention to their
work. As he got closer, he saw with a certain degree of satisfaction that these were the men who'd
beaten him so badly.

Perhaps Y hakobin had his best men out on the hunt. These two went down without asound. He cut
onethroat, then the other before either of them redlized what danger they were in, then stabbed each one
through the heart. The degth rattles were hardly over before he' d stripped them both of their sword belts
and buckled one on. When he was done he arranged the bodies dumped againgt the wall, asif they’d
falen adeep on duty. With alast glance into the centra courtyard of the house, he retrieved hisbundle
from the roof and ghosted across to the workshop door.

“Seregil...” llar rose ungteadily to his knees and held out both hands to him, whispering, “ Seregil,
please...hdp me”

Seregil walked back to him, sword in hand. “Help you?” he whispered in disbelief.

“Kill me, then! | can't face the markets again.” He broke off with a strangled little sob. “Please, Haba,
take your revenge, | beg you!”

Why am | hesitating? Seregil wondered. Isn’t thiswhat I’ ve dreamed of, all these years?

But thiswasn't how he' d imagined it, with his prey dready bound and humbled by another’ s hand.
Just be done with it. It's a kindness if nothing else...

As heraised the blade, ahand closed over hiswrist.

Badly startled, Seregil whirled around, ready to strike.

But it was Alec. The younger man was dressed in an ill-fitting robe and armed with a kitchen knife.
Seregil dapped the blade aside and grabbed him in a desperate kiss, knowing they could both be dead
before the night was out. Alec’' sfingers dug into his back asthe younger man clung to him.

It took an act of will to pull away, but Alec'slipstasted of metal and Seregil quickly checked him for
blood. “Are you hurt? How did you get out?’

Alec took what looked like a hairpin out of his mouth. “1 used this. | heard a’faie had escaped and
hoped it wasyou,” he whispered back. “Why were you going to kill Khenir?’

Thiswas no time for proper introductions. “He asked meto. Y ou heard what Y hakobin said.”

“I know. That’ swhy we' ve got to take him with us”



“I canhelpyou,” llar quavered. “1 know away out of this house. Under the workshop.”

“And you never used it?’ Seregil muttered, skeptical.

“1 didn’t dare. Not alone. I-1 took care of Alec. | protected him!”

“Hedid,” said Alec. | can't just leave him.”

“He sin no condition...” Seregil began, then gave up. It would be quicker and safer to get them all
indde, then seeif llar waslying.

That waswhat Seregil told himsdf, anyway.

Alec kissed him again and thrust the makeshift pick into hishand. “Meet you in there. | haveto get
something.” He disappeared into the workshop as silently as he’d come.

Seregil rounded on llar again. “And I’ m supposed to trust you? So you can get back into your llban's
good favor by betraying us?’

“He can’t go back on hisword. It sthelaw,” Ilar whispered, clutching Seregil’ s knees. “ And the men
who will buy me...Oh Aural If youwon't teke me, then kill me!”

Thiswas the moment. He could kill Ilar or leave him to hisfate in the markets.

Only hecouldn't doit.

“Shut up and hold till!” Thelock was smple and the hasp gave quickly.

“Thank you, Habal” llar gasped asthe chain fell away.

Seregil yanked him to hisfeet by hiscallar. “ Cal methat again and nothing will saveyou,” he hissed,
their faces dmogt touching. Satisfied with the fear in llar’ seyes, he pulled him by the collar into the
workshop.

Inside, the large athanor was burning and threw just enough light for him to see that Alec wasn't done,
either. He held ayoung child by the hand-athin, paelittle thing, in aragged, oversized robe and head
scaf.

“Bilairy’sBalls, Alec! Areyou going to take the whole damn household?’

“Trust me. I'll explain later.”

That makes two of us, tali.

Seregil gave Alec the pick, his dagger, and the other sword, then unrolled his bundle and handed him
the clothing he' d prepared for him in the attic. Alec pulled hisrobe off, and Seregil satisfied himsdlf that,
gpart from some bruises, he wasn't injured. Between the two of them, Alec appeared to have been
handled more gently, except for those timesin the cdllar. He pulled on the new clothing quickly, dipped
his dagger into the top of one stolen boot, and looped his sword belt over his shoulder.

While Alec changed, Seregil started to help Ilar roughly into Alec’ s discarded robe, but stopped at the
sound of the man’s strangled whimper. The stripes on his back weren’t deep, but they were bloody, and
il crusted with sdt. Every movement must be agony.

A water bucket stood by the athanor and Seregil used it to rinse away what he could from the
wounds. Ilar trembled but stayed silent.

Seregil pulled the loose robe over the man' s head, keeping the fabric from pulling at the wounds as
best he could, and handed him the worn pair of shoes Alec had discarded. “Now, where' sthis escape
route?’

[lar went to one of the smaller anvils near the forge. “ Here. Undernesth.”

Seregil grabbed it by the horn and hed, and strained to lift it. It tilted dightly, and a crack of darkness
appeared under the section of floor it was bolted to. Alec joined him, pushing from the other sde and
together they tilted the trapdoor back until the edge of the anvil was resting on the floor. The underside
was sheathed crossways with wooden planks, with alargeiron ring in the middie. A smdll, timber-braced
shaft led straight down into darkness. A wooden ladder was bolted to one side.

“I overheard IIban telling the children about it,” 1lar explained. “1t goes down to atunnel leading away
from the house, in case of invaders.”

Seregil turned to look for something useful to take, but Alec held up abundle of hisown. “We're
ready.”

Alec had aso fashioned acloth ding like the ones northland farmwomen used to carry their small
children on their backs as they worked thefields. He hoisted the child into it and showed Seregil how it



left both his hands free. The boy clutched the back of his coat, skinny bare legs dangling against Alec’s
hips.

Seregil sghed. Sing or no ding, sooner or later thelittle one would be ahindrance. But &t least he was
quiet; he hadn’t made a sound.

Seregil pushed llar toward the trapdoor. “You firg.”

The man gave him ashaky nod, then grasped the top of the ladder and dowly began the climb down,
pain clear in every move. Little spots of fresh blood had dready soaked through the back of hisrobe.

Alec went next, moving asif the child weighed nothing at al. The child didn’t so much aswhimper as
Alec started down.

When the others were out of sight, Seregil dung his own sword belt over his shoulder, tucked the neck
of hisbundle through his belt, and set hisfeet on the ladder. It took both hands and al hisweight to pull
the heavy door down, and then he narrowly missed being brained asit fell heavily back into place. He
ended up hanging by one hand from theiron ring in total darkness. He found the ladder with hisfoot and
quickly made hisway down by fed.

The shaft was very deep. He had splintersin both hands by the time he saw afaint light below.

Ilar stood at the bottom with the others, holding up a candle. The space here was not much bigger than
the shaft itsdlf, but just behind him was a sturdy-looking oak door.

“It'slocked,” Alec told him, yanking at theiron handle above akeyhole.

“Give meyour pick.”

“I tried it. It won't budge.”

Seregil held out his hand and Alec shrugged and gave him the metal pin.

Knedling, Seregil probed thewardsinside. “Tricky.”

“You cut your hair,” Alec noted, running his fingers through the uneven fringe at the nape of Seregil’s
neck.

Seregil’ s skin tingled at the touch but he kept hismind on the business at hand. “ Assuming | get this
open, where does it lead?’

“I don't know,” Ilar replied.

“Bagtard!” Seregil growled, till grinding away. “Why am | even listening to you?’

“Because|I’m the only bastard you have?’ llar replied with just ahint of his old smugness.

Seregil’ sfingers clenched on the pick. “Hold the light over thisway.”

“Wadll, it must lead away from the house,” Ilar offered weakly as Seregil went back to work on the
lock. “Alec, | think you should leave that behind. Master Y hakobin will stop at nothing to get it back.”

“Shut up!”

Seregil looked sharply over his shoulder. “ Stop at nothing to get what back?’

Just then the muffled sounds of footsteps and shouting echoed down the shaft from the workshaop.
Seregil gavethelock alast careful tweak and the door swung inward on what looked like the promised
passageway .

Seregil stood back and made Ilar amocking bow. “ After you.”

Alec gave them both a confused look as he followed with his candle.

When the others were safely through Seregil fastened the door again and turned to follow Alec. Ashe
did, the light fell acrossthe child’s upper face, and hisdanted, silver eyes.

Seregil caught Alec by the bow. “Thisiswhat Y hakobin wants, isv't it? What the hdll isit?’

“A rhekaro,” Alec answered quigtly, pulling hisarm free.

The pick dipped from Seregil’ sfingers. “ Thisiswhat | saw in that cdllar, under the dirt?’

“No, that wasthefirst one llban made,” Ilar replied.

“You werethere?’ asked Alec, turning to face Seregil full on.

“Yes” Because llar wanted me to see you like that, damn it! “Why are you dragging it dong?’

“Y hakobin tortured the first one he made to deeth,” Alec told him, clutching the straps of the ding. “If |
leavehim, he ll diel”

“Letit”

The shouting above was getting louder.



“Hecomes, or | stay,” Alec said flatly. “I’ll explain later. We need to go!”

Seregil snatched up the fallen pick. “ Come on then, before someone figures out which way we went.”

Alec dipped past himto follow Ilar. “Thank you, tali.”

Don’'t thank me yet, Seregil thought darkly, sword in one hand, the poniard in the other.

The passageway was shored with timber and brick-paved. Nothing moved around them but their
shadows, and there was no sound but the whisper of shoe leather againgt the bricks and Ilar’ slabored
breething.

Seregil had ample time to study the rhekaro asthey went, or at least the back of it. Itsthin legs looked
bone white in the candl€ swavering glow. A lock of hair had escaped from the scarf; it hung below the
thing’' swalst and shimmered like slver.

What in Bilairy' s name are you? hewondered, thinking of the writhing pile of dirt, ained with
Alec’sblood. No good could come of that! Why was Alec so adamant on having it?

Because it looks like a child, of course. And Alec had seen one tortured to death. No wonder he'd
refused to abandon thisone. Trust me, he'd said. And Alec had never given him reason not to. Ilar was
adifferent matter, and Seregil kept aclose eyeon him.

Theway ran more or lesslevel for sometime, and then began to dant up sharply. Seregil guessed
they’ d gone nearly amile by the time the passage ended at adoor smilar to the one they’ d left behind.
Thelock was the same and Seregil soon tickled it open.

“Put out your light.”

When it was dark, he softly opened the door a crack and peered through. It wasjust as dark beyond,
but adight breeze carried the smell of horses.

A shaft like the onein the workshop led up to atrap door. Seregil pushed it up just enough to see. It
was heavy, and the smell was much stronger now.

They werein alarge stable. A flyspecked lantern on anail illuminated the glossy haunches of severd
horsesin stals. Shit apples and straw covered the floor and the trapdoor. Bits of muck fell down the
shft, diciting mutters of protest from below.

He lifted the trapdoor up alittle further, braced for an outcry, but heard nothing but the night sounds of
the horses.

“Stay down,” he whispered to the others, then pushed the trap all the way back and climbed up.

The stable spoke of money and title, and the horses were good ones. Treading softly, he discovered a
young ostler adeep with ajug in agtal near the door. Seregil could smdll the wine on him from two yards
off.

He crept back to the shaft and motioned the others up. llar came first, then Alec, straining alittle now
under the dight weight of the rhekaro.

Seregil pointed to the drunken ostler, and then motioned for them to follow him out. He kept aclose
eye on the drunkard, poniard at the ready, but the man never stirred.

Outside they found awell-kept farmyard and corra, and adope-roofed little cottage with darkened
windows. A larger house stood on anearby rise-a hunting lodge, perhaps, and also dark. This'Y hakobin
fellow was well prepared for a hasty departure should he ever need to make one.

Wary of watchdogs, Seregil led the way across a small onion patch and an herb garden, and into the
shadow of asmall orchard just beyond. A few apples still hung from the branches. They paused here and
picked afew, letting the juice soothe their dry throats.

Ilar plucked nervoudy at hisdave collar as he ate, asif theweight of it pressed on him more now that
they were fugitives. Alec unwrapped the rhekaro from its ding and set it on itsfeet. It hunkered down
beside him, completely Hill.

Seregil wanted more than anything to grab Alec, check him for damage, and never let go. After al the
weeks of uncertainty and abuse, he ached to hold him and be held. If llar and the rhekaro hadn’t been
there, he probably would have, and damn the danger.

It hurt alittle that Alec seemed more engrossed in caring for the unnatural creature. Seregil watched
jedoudy as he bit off asmall piece of gpple and offered it to the rhekaro. The creature just stared at it, as
if it had never seen food before.



As Seregil watched, Alec took out hisknife and nicked the end of his own finger, then held it out. The
creature grasped it eagerly and sucked it like atest.

Seregil grimaced. “It eats blood?’

“Hisnameis Sebrahn.”

“Ohlovely. You'venamedit.”

“That’sright. And it smy blood he eats. Just mine. That'swhy | couldn’t leave him. HE d starve. It's
al right, though. He never needs very much. See? He sdone.”

The rhekaro sat back and licked alast dark smear fromits colorlesslips. Itstongue looked grey in this
light.

“Bilary’sBals.” Seregil leaned over and pulled off the rhekaro’ s head scarf. Silvery white hair
tumbled down its back, so long it brushed the ground behind it. “More hair to cut.”

“I’m not sureit will do any good.”

“Oh?’

“Things- grow back.”

The child-like thing was watching Seregil now, its eyes white and blank as a corpse sin the starlight.
Seregil’ severy inginct warned him to get Alec asfar away from it as possible.

“Why didn’t you kill the ostler so we could stedl the horses?” Ilar whispered, eyeing them both asiif
they’ d gone mad.

“If 1 wanted to leave no doubt of where we' d been, that’ s exactly what I’d do,” Seregil snapped,
taking it out on him. “Next you' |l be leading us back to the segport to find aship. And est that apple core
or bury it. They’'ll have trackers on us soon enough.”

“Where are we going, then?’

“Let meworry about that.”

“You gtill don't trust me? | helped you!”

Seregil bit back an angry retort. If it had been just the two of them, he could have just stuck aknifein
the man and been done with him. llar had served his purpose, after al. He was nothing but useless
baggage now. Still, hiding the body would be abother, not to mention the time it would take to calm Alec
down.

“WEe ve got to get asfar as we can tonight and find agood placeto lie up. And get these off.” He
tugged irritably at theiron collar around his neck. “Isthere any magic in them?’

“Not that | know of,” Ilar replied. “But you won't find asmith who'll do thejob.”

“I"'m pretty handy with achisal. Wejust need to find the tools. And what about these?” He pulled his
deeve back, uncovering the brand. “1 suppose we could cut them off. Or burn them over.”

“That’ sthefirst thing adave taker looksfor. When adaveisfreed, that mark is branded over with
another, larger one, to prove he' sfree”

“What sort of mark?’ asked Alec.

“The crest of hismagter.”

Seregil ran ahand back through hisragged hair. “No easy solution there, then, unlesswe can find one
to steal. Stay here, both of you.”

Leaving Alec to keep Ilar under control, Seregil made hisway back the way they’ d come. After some
searching, he found the tools he needed in alean-to next to the cottage. If there were dogs here, they
certainly weren’t worth much as guards.

He returned to find the rhekaro curled up beside Alec with itshead in hislap. It wasn't deeping,
though. Its eyesfollowed Seregil as he approached, shining likeacat's.

“Thesewill haveto do,” he said, holding up the small malet and acold chisd. He waved the mallet at
llar. “Youfird.” If hewas going to make any serious mistakes, it wasn't going to be on Alec’ s neck.

Seregil found asuitably large rock and had Ilar lay hishead onit, bracing the loose part of the collar
agang the crude anvil.

“Hold fill,” he warned as he set the chisdl point against the riveted seam in the metd.

The hammerblows were dangeroudy loud, but he struck well and severed thejoint in threetries
without doing any sgnificant harmto llar. It took him and Alec together to wrench it open enough for Ilar



todip out of it. Therewas aring of pale, shiny flesh around his neck where the golden collar had rubbed
for so long, and awider band of reddened skin from the new one.

Seregil had aflesting urge to smooth hisfingersover it.

Ilar raised ahand to histhroat. “ It feels so strange, not having it there. Thank you.”

“It had to be done,” Seregil replied gruffly. “Y ou next, Alec.”

When that was done, he handed Alec the tools and held his bresth as Alec struck off the hated metal
band. When it was off he rubbed gratefully at his own neck. “That' s better!”

Ilar was till doing the same, but now he looked more frightened than grateful.

“What' sthe matter? Do you missit aready?’

Ilar was trembling. “If we re caught without these...”

“If we're caught, that will be the least of our worries.”

Heleft Alec to bury the broken collars and took the tools back where he’ d found them, not wanting to
leave the dightest clue behind. As he made hisway back to the orchard, he found himself picturing llar's
grateful smileagain.

What is wrong with me?

They st off again, striking east, away from Riga.

“What areyou doing?’ llar demanded, balking dmost immediately. “Mycenais north, and the coast
that way! Y ou'rejust leading us deeper into Plenimar.”

“Then stay here,” Seregil muttered. “Of course, I'd haveto kill you.”

Ashe d expected, Ilar fell into step behind them, walking in sullen silence.

Alec caught Seregil’ s eye and made the hand sign for “Aurénen.” Seregil nodded. If they could makeit
to the Strait and stedl aboat, they could crossto Virésse, or better yet, coast dong to Gedre, where they
were assured of awarmer welcome.

He shot the rhekaro adark look. And what will they make of you?

Alec, the better guide outside of acity, took the lead. The clouds were clearing and he kept the stars
of the Great Hunter over hisleft shoulder to keep them going east. He wasn't troubled by Sebrahn’s
dight weight, or the odd coolness hislittle body gave off instead of hest. It was the smmering tenson
brewing between dl of them that worried him.

The night air was cold enough that they could seetheir breath in front of them. It was poor country for
shelter or hiding. Treeswere sparse, and the few villages they passed were mean little places.

Seregil was grim, and Khenir wisdly kept his mouth shut, though he was obvioudy in pain. Alec could
fed the tension crackling between the two of them. And no wonder, if he'd understood Ahmol and
Y hakobin correctly. Hetried to keep his mind on the way in front of them, but his heart wasin turmoail.
Thiswas't how he’ d envisoned hisreunion with histaimenios, Seregil was distant and clearly upset by
Sebrahn’s presence, aswell as his obviousloathing of Khenir.

Alec felt betrayed. Hadn't there been signs enough that Khenir had lied to him? But deep down inside,
he was aso sorry to have hisworst suspicions about the man redlized.

When Khenir began to lag behind, however, it was Seregil who fell back and took his arm to support
him.

“Areyou going to kill me now?’ Alec heard Khenir whisper.

“Shut up and keep walking,” Seregil growled back.

They’ d gone another mile or so when he heard the sound of moving water. Veering to theright, he
soon found asmdll spring. Alec put Sebrahn down to the ground and stretched, easing his stiff shoulders.
llar collapsed where he was, shaking with exhaustion.

The spring water was sweet and cold. Each drank hisfill, then sat awhileto rest. Seregil settled beside
Alec and hugged him close, obvioudy not caring what the others might think. Alec hugged him back.
Khenir watched them with an dmaost hungry expression.



Alec glared back at him. “All that time, you knew, and you lied to me.”

“I- 1 didn’t daretdl you,” Khenir ssammered. “Not while we were ill in that house. Once llban had
freed me, | would have explained.”

“I’m sure you would have, and enjoyed it, too,” Seregil said, in that dangeroudy cam tone that dways
boded ill for someone. “ There salot you didn’t tell him, isn’t there? Alec, I'd like to introduce you to an
old friend of mine. Thisis|lar i Sontir.”

For along moment Alec felt numb. Then the pieces began to fal into place. “ Then...why ishe dill
dive?’

Seregil sghed. “When | figurethat out, I [l let you know.”

Alec bardly heard him. He jumped to hisfeet, sword drawn, and advanced on the cowering dave.
“Illar? llar? Y ou bastard! The spoon, and those walks... Y ou played with me and lied to me, and al the
time...”

Seregil caught him before he lunged at Ilar, locking hisarms around Alec’ s chest as he fought to get
loose. “Listen to me! Right now we need to find somewhere to hide before the sun comes up.” Seregil
held him fast and brought hislips closeto Alec' sear. “Trust me, too, tai.”

Alec lowered his sword, but any compassion he' d felt for hisfase protector was gone. Ilar was now
his betrayer, too.

Seregil took Alec by the arm and drew him away from the others.

“Letitgo, tai,” Seregil whispered. “Ilar’ sasilky customer, and dwayswas. Whatever happened
between you-”

“Y ou think something happened?’ Alec sputtered, stung by the notion.

“I saw you two down in the garden, by the fish pool,” Seregil told him, sounding pained to haveto
speak of it.

Alec took hishand. “He tried to seduce me. Even though | trusted him then, | wouldn't betray you. |
wasn't even tempted.”

Seregil raked hisfingers back through his shorn hair, the way he did when he was particularly
uncomfortable or exasperated. “It'sal right. But | remember what he was like-what he' sill like.”

“And yet you didn't kill him?’

“Y ou stopped me, remember?’

Alec clenched hisfistsin frugtration. “ And now we have to anyway, or keep dragging him aong so he
doesn't betray us.”

Eveninthislight he could make out Seregil’ sstrained little haf smile. 1’ ve never been much for killing
in cold blood, and neither are you. | suppose we're stuck with him, at least until we' re far enough away
from Y hakobin that it doesn’t matter.”

“I dill don't understand. Y ou aways said you' d kill him on sight!”

Seregil shook hishead. I’ ve seen his scars, tai, and what' s been done to him al these years. He' s not
the man | remember. He' s-broken.”

“You pity him?’

“Y ou’re no more surprised than | am. But what could | do to him that hislife here hasn't done
dreagdy?’

Alec paused, trying to take that in. “Were you with him, dl the time we were gpart?’

“No, not for the first part. There was an old woman who looked after me while | wassick.”

“I saw you, on the ship. At first | thought you were dead.”

“| damn near did die from the magic they put on me. | don’t know how long | dept, or what he did to
mewhilel did, but when | woke up it wasjust the old woman for along time. llar showed up later, after
he made sure | saw you two together in the garden.”

“That bastard!” he hissed. “How was he with you?’

“He had me a hismercy, and heenjoyed it.”

Alec thought he caught just the dightest hint of uncertainty in hislover’ svoice. “Did heforce you-”

“Y ou saw what they did to him. But if that had been what it took to get to you, | would have, without
asecond thought.” Seregil pulled him close again. “Would you have hated mefor that?’



Alec looked degp into hisown heart. “No,” he murmured, and felt Seregil’ ssigh of relief.

“Besdes, | attacked him thefirst chance | got,” Seregil added, clearly pleased at that. “ After that, he
knew I’d kill him the minute he let his guard down. Whatever esellar is, he' sno fool. Come on, now.
We ve got to find someplaceto lie up before the sun rises.”

“How far to the Strait?’

“I'm not sure, but if we turn south tomorrow, we' re bound to strikeit.”

“And then?’

Seregil gave him acrooked grin. “We take what the Lightbearer sends. Hopefully in the form of anice
swift little boat, en? Luck in the shadows, Alec. It hasn't failed usyet.”

“AndintheLight,” Alec murmured, hoping the Immorta in question was listening.

Asthey moved on, Seregil half expected Alec to drop the rhekaro and attack Ilar again.

Instead, when Ilar fell behind, Alec resumed their earlier conversation. “ So, who do you think
betrayed usto Y hakobin in the first place? The queen, or Ulan i Sathil?’

“I don't know. Maybe both. But having had agood long time to ponder the matter, I'd say that if the
gueen was looking for an excuse to cast doubt on her sster’ sloyalty, our disappearance with the only
missive might be agood starting point.”

“What about Prince Korathan? Would he do something like that to you?’

Seregil frowned. “I wouldn't have said so, but who knows? If things areredlly that bad, thereisn’t
much point in going back to Skala”

“Do you think Micum knowswe re in trouble yet? Thero must have figured out there was something
wrong when the messages didn’t come.”

“We don't know that they didn’t get them, Alec. Whoever caught us might have figured the sticks out
and used them. There sno way of telling. It'sjust us, tai. We re on our own.”

Alec shrugged. “Wdll, we' refree, and we' retogether. That'sadtart.”

Seregil’ sgrinwas al the answer he needed.

CHAPTER 39

Thero TurnsNightrunner

LED BY THERO' Ssghtings, he and Micum entered Virésse astravelers and lost themselvesin the
crowds of one of the seedier dock wards. They soon located the tavern with the dragon and serpent
sgn-alow, dirty place frequented by Skalan and Plenimaran sailors, Zengati traders, and other rough
sorts. There were no ' faie there, apart from the proprietor-a one-eyed Golinil clansman named Wharit.
Hewas asdirty and disreputable as his clientdle, distinguished only by hislack of facid hair and hisfilthy
brown-and-white sen’ gai. The barmaids and potboyswere dl foreigners, as were the whores plying their
trade there.

Micum stopped just inside the door and wrinkled his nose at the stink of smoke and unwashed bodies,
then said softly, “Thisisn't quite how | pictured Aurénen.”

“Virésse port isameeting placefor al sorts.”

Micum adjusted his sword belt for the benefit of anyone taking hismeasure. “That’ sdl right, then. |
know how to act here.”

They sat down at asmall table and Micum caled for apitcher of turab from a passing barmaid,
holding up asilver half-sester piece and giving her arakish smile. Thewoman’'s smilewas bright and false
as brass, but she brought them their beer and settled on Micum'’ s knee.

“Y ou got the sound of a Skalan, my dear,” she purred, eyeing the silver piece. She had a Riga accent
and dark, sharp eyes.

Micum tucked the coin between her ample breasts and squeezed her thigh, while Thero looked on
with poorly concedled surprise. “I’'m along way from home, my girl, and always glad to see a pretty



face. Evenif sheistoo young for me.”

The woman, who was most assuredly not too young for anyone, wiggled suggestively and stroked his
stubbled cheek. “ Y ou're acharmer. Will you want aroom for deeping, you and your friend?” She gave
Thero adoe-eyed ook that made the younger man blush.

“Indeed we will,” said Micum. “But not until we' ve had some hot food and a decent wash.” He
produced another coin and held it up. “Can you help us with that?’

“We have good food, and atub in the yard out back.” She eyed the coin meaningfully. “For men |
like, I can get you hot, fresh water.”

Micum laughed and gave her another squeeze and the coin. “ Ah, you’ re honeycomb, girl, sweet as can
be. What’ syour name, my dove?’

“Roseto you, handsome.”

“Wadll, then, Rosie my love.” He sat her on her feet and gave her a playful smack on the bottom.
“Whatever you' ve got cooking back there, bring usthe best of it and tell em to warm up that tub!”

She laughed and flounced off toward the kitchens.

“No wonder Kari wants you kept a home!” Thero exclaimed under his breath.

Micum sipped histurab, smiling. “Time and place, my friend. All that dolly redlly wantsismy slver.”

“But what if shewants more?’

“Well, Seregil generally used to handle that end of things when the need arose. But you' re welcometo
sepin, seeing ashe' snot here.”

“I don't havetheright sort of healing spellstorisk it!”

“Don’'t be unkind. Y ou don’'t know the life she' s had, stuck in aplace likethis. She's probably
somebody’ s grandmother by now, three or four times over. Now, asto why we're here, about to risk a
dose of dop belly on thefood?’

Thero pamed the tooth and closed hiseyes. “He s close, but not in thistavern.”

“Wall, then, let’senjoy our dinner and thisfine beer.”

The turab was good, in fact, and so was the food, much to Thero’ s amazement. Razor clams boiled
with wine and herbs was the specidty of the house, and the floor was strewn with the long, narrow shells.
They were ararity in Skala, and seldom seen thistime of year.

Rose came back with afew hot, spiced bread rolls for them in anapkin. Thero wasimpressed until he
tore one open and found afew weevils baked insde among the raisns. Micum ate his share with relish,
though, picking out the bugs without acare.

“Now then, Rosemy love, | wonder if you know aman I’'m looking for?’ asked Micum, pulling the
woman into hislap again.

“What you wanting a man for when you got me?’ sheteased, then nodded a Thero. “Or him? He sa
bit on the stringy side, but | like hisface. Does he dways scowl like thet?”

Micum laughed. “Most of thetime, yes. And I'll seeto you later, but thisfellow I’ m after owesme
money and I’veamind to collect.”

“Wadll, | know alot of men,” she drawled coyly.

Micum reached into his purse and held up another coin. “Thewhoreson’s nameis Notis.”

“That one!” She laughed and shook her dark curls. “By the Sailor, he' saterror! Drinks himsdlf slly,
then pukes on the floor so he can drink some more. Wharit’ s thrown him out half adozen times, but he's
got the money to come back in when he sobers up.”

“That’ sgood news. | could use some of that good Plenimar coin in my pocket.”

“Then you're out of luck, love,” shetold him, then burst out laughing. “For al hismoney is’fae,
stamped with the Virésse sedl, every penny of it.”

“Wdl now, | guessthat spendsjust as good. How' s that tub coming along? And what do | haveto do
to get some soap with it?”

Rosewasin good humor, it seemed, for all it cost was akissfrom Thero. She smelled of old beer and
cooking smoke but he made adecent job of it and she pinched his cheek.

Micum gave himfirst go at the tub. It was splintery and in plain sight of the kitchen door, but he was
anxious to show Micum he could act his part aswell asthe next man. He stripped off and climbed hastily



into the tub while Micum sat on abarrel and smoked. As he sogped his hair, it occurred to him that he
was being given aglimpse of the sort of life Micum and Seregil had shared dl those years, out in the
world, while hisworld had still extended little further than the Oréska gardens.

“I’'m afraid I’'m apoor subgtitute for him,” Thero said, knowing Micum would know whom he meant.

Micum smiled around his pipe stem. “Y ou're not so bad.”

Pleased, Thero ducked his head and climbed out to dry himself with the threadbare towel Rose had
left for them. As he rdluctantly pulled hisdirty clothes back on, Micum took histurninthetub. Ashe
stripped, Thero looked sidelong at the numerous scars that covered the man' s body, including athick
rope of raised white flesh that wrapped around his chest to his hip. Seregil had many, too, and even Alec.
He saw them as proof of the bond between the three-marks |l eft by the livesthey’ d chosen.

Micum sank up to his chin in the water, pipe still clenched between histeeth. “That' salong face.
What' sthe matter with you? | was only joking about Rose, you know.”

Caught out, Thero smiled and waved aside his concern. * Just worried about them. Il be happier
when we find what we' re looking for.”

Notis did not make an appearance at the Serpent and Dragon that night, so Thero took the tooth in
hand again and sighted for him along the dark, mal odorous streets of the harbor front. They found him a
lagt in atavern on the far side, drinking with ahandful of fellow Plenimarans and a couple of Zengat.
None were dressed like soldiers, but they had that same hard, dangerous air about them, and they were
al wdl armed. Among them was the man he’ d seen. As he laughed with the man beside him, Thero saw
the gap where he' d lost the tooth.

“Should we lure him outsde?’ he whispered to Micum. This place was even dirtier than the Serpent.

“No need,” Micum assured him, and walked right over to them. Thero hung back, sure he was about
to witness aknifing, but Micum said something that made them dl laugh, and before Thero knew it, they
weredl drinking together.

Since Notiswas dready drunk, and Micum was libera in standing more rounds for them, he had no
trouble loosening the man’ stongue. Micum started off arguing good-naturedly about horses with them,
but somehow steered the conversation around to their trade.

Micum, whom Thero had never suspected of being such aconsummate actor, pretended surprise
when he heard what their businesswas. “What are you doing here, then? Aurénfaie don’t dedl in flesh.”

“Shhhhh! Wedon't bring that here,” Notis explained, leaning on Micum’' s shoulder. “We carry the
poor buggersto the Rigamarkets, then take on cargo for here. Y ou get the money here, get more flesh
and round and round we go! The khirnari don’t care, so long aswe got no daves aboard when we drop
anchor here”

“Isthat the best port for it? Riga?’

“Unlesswe got something real specia. That we take to Benshd. Good money in Riga, but best money
in Benshd. The Overlord?| hear he’ sgot five hundred of the best in his private collection. And that’ sjust
the bedders. All the household daves? They got to be perfect, too. No marks’ cept for the brands.
Especidly ontheface.”

“Not even what the clothes cover up?’ asked Micum.

“Not even,” Notis assured him.

“Do you get many of those?’

“No, damn the luck! We' ve not been up that way for months. Just come back from Riga, though.”
Notis dapped his purse down on the tabletop with a respectable jingle of coin.

“By the Flame, there must be good money init,” Micum exclamed, durring alittle now himsdif.
“How’'saman get into that business, anyway?’

Eyes narrowed around the table at that. “Y ou asking, Skala?”

“Do | sound like a Skalan to you?” Micum scoffed, offended. “I’ m anorthlander! No queensfor me.
No sir, I'm afreeman, freeto do as| please. And...” He paused and gave them aknowing wink.
“Making money dways pleases me. Only I'm wondering, if old Ulan knows the cargo you carry, why
does helet your ships anywhere near hisfa’ thast, en?’

A Zengat with a scar across the bridge of hisnoseleaned in and whispered, “That is because of the



agreement.”

“What agreement?’ Thero asked, speaking up at last.

Notis and the otherswent silent and suddenly all eyeswere on Thero, and not looking too friendly.

“That'sa Skalan you're with,” Notis growled.

“Him?" Micum jerked athumb at Thero. “Don’'t mind him. I met him on the ship coming over and he's
been buying the drinks. What do you say, Thorwin? Y ou too proud to earn your living?’

It took Thero only asecond to redlize that he was Thorwin, and that agreat deal rode on the proper
response. “ Since my father cast me out, I've made my own way just fine,” he shot back, trying to match
the coarse, off-hand way Micum had been speaking. “ One country’ s silver spends the same as another’ s,
inmy experience.”

The others stared at him amoment, then they dl burst out laughing, and Micum with them.

Notis dapped Micum on the shoulder, rocking on the bench. “Y ou got you afine companion, friend.
Hetadkslikeapries, al siff like adead fish.” He stood and locked hisarms at his sides, shuffling
drunkenly from foot to foot, much to the amusement of hisfriends.

Why am | always compared to fish? Thero wondered, nonetheless relieved by this reaction.

“What sorts of things do you bring back over the water?” Micum asked, giving Thero awink.

“Iron, copper, spirits mostly. Thistime we also bring back some’faie”

“Aurénfaie?’

“Freed daves. Bunch of rubbish, you ask me, dl besten down and branded. Better off throwing’em
into the sea. But we get paid by the head, so we took good care of them. Only lost one.”

“Y ou got paid to bring daves out of Plenimar?’ Micum shook his head. “I never heard of sucha
thing!”

“Ransom,” the Zengat said, licking hislips. “Pays better than daving sometimes. Troubleis, so many of
the freed ones kill themsalves before we can get them back.”

“So that’ sthe agreement?’ Thero asked.

“Keegp your voice down, fish priest!” the man hissed, looking around nervoudy. “Y ou want to get us
lynched?It’ sal-how do you say it?’

“Under thetable,” Notis explained with awink. “No onein this port takes davesfrom Virésse, and
there’ sagood bounty for any brought home again. Been going on for years.”

“Ulan i Sathil ransoms his people back?’ Thero whispered. “But if he knowsthey are being taken,
why does he trade with you at al?’

“He only does business with those who bring him word of his people in Plenimar. And with the Zengati
clanshe' sgot tregtieswith.”

“So you carried aload of that cargo recently?’ asked Micum, filling Notis's mug again.

“Good raiding. Full load! And good ones, t00.”

“Except for those we had to leave behind...” the other Zengat muttered, and was elbowed into silence
by one of the others.

“Lotsof gold to go around thistime,” the scar-faced one said, grinning.

“Then you must have had agood timein Benshd, I’ d guess!” laughed Micum.

“Not Benshd! Riga, | told you.” Notis gave Micum ableary grin. “1 think you are drunk, friend. How
"bout you, fish priest?’

Thero did hisbest to smile, but in redlity he wanted to throttle the bastard until he told them what had
happened to their friends. But the pressure of Micum'’ s knee againgt his own under the table made him
hold histongue.

“What was so specid about thisload?” Micum asked casudly.

“Lots’faie. Special ones, too,” Notiswhispered.

“But | thought those aways went to Benshd?’ said Thero, casudly as he could manage.

Notiswas deep in his cups now. Leaning heavily across Micum, he whispered loudly, “ Specid raid,
fish man, just for two. Killed adamn lot of others we could have sold, but orders are orders. Y ou see?
Just the two, and no witnesses. Sent a voron to catch 'em, too.”

A necromancer. That explained the damage to the swords.



“Who sent the voron?” Thero asked, gripping hiswine cup tightly with both hands.

Notis shrugged. “Who cares? Our captain orders. We go. And then?’ He patted his purse again.

“What was so specid about them?” Micum demanded drunkenly. “ Pretty ones? Big trai?” Heraised
his hands like he was cupping a pair of breasts.

Notis and the otherslaughed. “When you ever see big trai on a’faie? Can't hardly tell the boysfrom
thegirlshdf thetime!”

“Not that it much matters,” one of the others said, giving Thero aleer that made his skin crawl.

“No, just acouple of poor bastards.”

“The dark one was a westerbok,” the unscarred Zengat opined solemnly.

“Oh, how do you know that?’ one of the Plenimarans challenged.

“All my family grest davers, way back!” the Zengat bragged, poking the other man in the chest. “I can
tel "em all gpart. Don’'t even need those head ragsto tell. But the other one, he was different, amongrel
with ydlow har.”

“Yelow hair, en? That sellsgood?’ asked Micum.

Notis shrugged. “ To some, but the rich customers generally want’ em pure. Thisonedidn’t ook like
much, compared to your southern stock, but they kept him gpart from the othersand | seen the captain’s
owndavesgoin intohim.”

“I told you, they waswizards!” ayounger Plenimaran piped up. “Put the branks on’em, didn’t they?
And the cuffs”

The Zengats both made some sort of hand sign, asif to ward off evil.

“How much did they fetch?’ Micum asked.

“We unload " em at the docks and that’ s the last we see of *em.” Notis grinned wider, showing the gap
where histooth had been knocked out. Thero hoped Alec had done that to him.

To Thero’ sdismay, the conversation turned to other things as Micum continued to buy round after
round. And athough he seemed to be drinking as much astherest of them, when the last of the davers
fell adeep with their heads on the table, Micum sat back and said quietly, “ Time we were moving on,
Thorwin.”

“What about them?” Thero whispered, gesturing around at the drunken davers.

Micum shook his head. “Don’t make afuss. No sense getting noticed.”

With alast glare at Notis and his compatriots, Thero followed Micum out into the dark strest.

It was acloudy night, with acold breezein off the sea. Thero shivered, feding alittleill. He hadn’'t had
enough of the strong turab to be drunk, redlly. No, hethought, it’ s leaving those men alive that sickens
me.

“Whereto now?’ he asked.

“Wdll, as much as| hate to disappoint poor Rosie, | think thiswould be agood time to take our leave.
Unlessyou' d care to spend anight with her?’

“I think I'll take my chancesin the woods.”

They made their way back through the crooked streets, meeting no one but afew drunken sailors and
awould-be footpad, who thought better of it when Micum showed his sword.

No one challenged them at the stables when they came for their horses. The tavern windows were
dark now.

Thero drew asigh of rdlief when they were findly away from the city and in the cover of thetrees
again. “So thisiswhat you did, you and Seregil, when you were out on the road for Nysander?’

“In part.”

“And the partsthat gave you al those scars?’

“Thiswas an easy night, Thero. Y ou were quick-witted back there, by the way. Not bad, for a
wet-behind-the-ears tower wizard.”

Pleased, Thero took that for the compliment it was.

CHAPTER 40



Silver Eyes

JUST BEFORE SUNRISE, Seregil and the others found shelter in the ruins of an abandoned stone
barn. The houseit had served had fallen into the foundation hole and there were no signs of life about the
place, just ruined fences and adry well.

The barn had been struck by lightning and half the roof had burned and fallen in. Rats and bats had
taken over, and seemed none too pleased to entertain unexpected guests. A rodent haf the size of
Ruetha leaped from the shadows and snapped at the little bundle of food Alec had brought.

Ilar let out astartled cry and tried to run, but Seregil dragged him into the shadows by the back wall.
“Behave yoursdf, or this can be your permanent resting place. It' s your choice.”

Ilar went sulky and made a great show of scraping the ground with hisfoot to clear away the various
droppings before he sat down.

Alec kept the rhekaro with him as he and Seregil made asurvey of the place. A brightening sky
showed through the large holesin the roof.

“Y hakobin is bound to come looking for us,” Alec murmured, peering out through the broken
doorway.

“Us, or you and that?” Seregil asked, pointing at the rhekaro. “1lar told me it was you that he was after
when we were ambushed. Because you're from the Hazadriéfaie line”

Alec nodded dowly. “He needed my kind of blood to make the rhekaro. He even tried to treat me
well, sometimes, because of it.”

“Only sometimes?’

“I didn’t like him or the thingshe did to me.”

“Likewhat?’

“No, nothing like that. It was just-Can we talk about thislater? I’m so tired.”

“Of coursel” Seregil embraced him as best he could and felt Alec go limp against him for amoment,
resting his head on Seregil’ s shoulder. It was the first proper embrace they’ d been able to share, and he
didn’t want to let him go. “ After the ambush, for thelongest time, | was so afraid you might be dead.”

Alec’sarmstightened around him. “I thought the same, until | saw you on the deck of that ship a Riga.
| knew then that | had to stay alive and find you again.”

“I’'m not sure who found who, in the end, but herewe are.” He kissed Alec and reluctantly released
him.

Turning his attention to the landscape outside, he saw no sign of pursuit but doubted that would last.
Who knew what sort of powers an alchemist had for finding lost daves? Or the dave tekers, for that
matter.

Ilar was waiting sullenly for them, curled up in aruined stal now and shivering in his stolen cloak.

Alec sat down some distance from him and fed the rhekaro again. Seregil made himsdlf watch, figuring
he might aswell get used to it, though it till struck him as obscene.

Doing his best to hide hisrevulsion, he sat down beside Alec and opened the bundle. “Let’s see what
you stole for food. My belly thinks my throat’ s been cut.”

The three of them ate sparingly, sharing abit of bread around and paring hard cheese thin on dices of
applestaken from the orchard the night before. As dways, the rhekaro ate nothing and didn’t seem
interested in the water, either. According to Alec, the rhekaro had been given only afew drops of Alec's
blood each morning to live on, and nothing more.

Seregil took the first watch, sitting in shadows of the barn door with his back to abeam and a good
view of the western barrens. Alec stretched out beside him with his head on Seregil’ sthigh. llar remained
in his corner, shoring softly.

The rhekaro seemed to have no more need of deep than it did of food, but it curled up beside Alec, as
if seeking the warmth of another body like acat would. Or a serpent, Seregil thought, eyeing it warily as
he stroked Alec’ s hair.



The rhekaro stared back at him. Those unnerving silver eyes weren't blank, but the kind of intelligence
they might hold duded him.

After amoment it turned away and looked down at Alec’sdeeping form. Then it lay down beside him
inasmilar postion, and closed itseyes.

It'strying to act like a real being, thought Seregil, surprised. He waited afew minutes, then shuffled
hisfeet alittle to make anoise. Those slvery eyes snapped open and it looked around, identifying the
source. Seregil moved hisfeet again to show it. It stared a him for amoment, and Seregil felt the hair on
the back of hisneck prickling, strong asif therewaslightning in the air. Apparently deciding that he was
either no threat or very uninteresting, it returned to its semblance of deep.

Thelight was stronger now, showing Seregil something he' d missed before; there was no mistaking the
resemblance. Pale and unnatura asit was, the creature truly had Alec’ sface, or at least theface asit
might have looked when Alec was a child. As he compared the two, he noticed something else. Alec
looked different somehow, and it wasn't just from dust and exhaustion.

Helooked more 'faie.

He shook his head. “What did they do to you, tali?’

Alec dept on, and Seregil returned his attention to the horizon as the day grew warmer, watching for
dust rising againgt the sky. He wasn't looking forward to the conversation they were going to have when
Alec woke up.

A few hourslater Alec yawned and sat up. The rhekaro rose, too, and huddied closeto Alec, asif it
sensed what was coming. Behind them, [lar was still sound adleep.

“Alec, you know we can't keep this creature,” Seregil said, getting right to the point.

“What are you talking about? Of course we can!”

“Oh, yes. Hewon't raise any eyebrows when we get to Aurénen, with those looks, now will he?’

“Seregil- "

“Or in Rhiminee. What sort of explanation will we give there, eh? That he didn’t get enough milk asa
babe, or enough sun? Alec, I’'m no wizard, but even | can fed a strangeness around thisthing.”

And there was that sudden stubborn set of thejaw again. “I don’t know what we' |l tell them, but we'll
think of something. We adwaysdo! And he'snot a‘thing.” His nameis Sebrahn, | told you.”

Seregil Sghed. “Thisisn't some stray kitten, Alec. It'snot even achild.”

“Then what do you suggest? Just leaving him hereto die?”

“Of course not. That would be cruel. I'll take care of it for you.”

Alec sprang to hisfeet and put the rhekaro behind him. Then he did something he' d never done
before: he drew his sword on Seregil. “ Y ou' re not going to kill him!”

Seregil rose dowly and held his hands out by his sides, making no effort to protect himsdf, though his
heart was hammering in his chest and he felt Sick to his stomach. “Y ou’ d choose that over me? So dll
that’ s happened between us comes to no more than this?’

Alec lowered his sword at once, eyes brimming with tears. “No! | mean-Don’t make me choose!”

“It'sunnatural! For al we know, it’s dangerous, t0o.”

“Y hakobin said he could heal. He was making him for the Overlord, to cure hisson. And he isdive,
not just some-thing. He can learn. Y hakobin taught him to do simple tasks around the workshop. He
understood me when | asked him to bring methings. Look, I’ [l show you!” He tapped the rhekaro on the
shoulder and said, “Bring me the cheese”

It immediately went into the barn and returned with the scant remains of the cheese.

“What €lse doesit-er, he know?’ asked Seregil, surprised.

“I’'mnot sure, but | think if you show him something and nameit, or how to do something, he
remembers. You try.”

“All right. Hey you, Sebrahn, bring me the bundle.”

Therhekaro just stared a him.

Alec retrieved the bundle and put it in the rhekaro’ s hands. “Bundle.” Then he carried it afew yards
off and Seregil repeated the command. The rhekaro fetched it and brought it back to him, setting it a his
feet.



Alec touched hischedt. “Alec.” Hetouched Seregil’ sarm. “ Thisis Seregil. Go to Seregil, Sebrahn.”

The rhekaro stood and walked to Seregil.

“See?| told you, he hasamind. Helearns.”

“So it seems. Can he speak?’

“I've heard him cry out in pain, but never words.”

Seregil tried again to imagine what it would be like, trying to sneak unobtrusively through avillage or
port with thisthing in tow. “ So, are you ready to tell me why you' re so atached to him?’

“The dchemist made him fromme”

“I guessed as much, when | saw you in that cellar.”

“I don’t remember you there. How often did he bring you?’

“Just once. llar was quite happy for meto seeyou like that.”

“I'll bet. Anyway, that’ swhy Sebrahn can only drink my blood, | think. He needsit to live.”

Seregil reached out and cupped his hand under the rhekaro’ s nose and mouth. “No breath.” He
pressed his hand to its chest. “ And no heartbest, either.”

Alecfdt for himsdf. “Wéll, heactslike he' salive, 0| guessheis.”

“So, how was he made?’

“Wall, from parts of me-my blood, piss, hair and-Wéll, other thingslike that. Y hakobin putitdl ina
shegp’ s omach with some other thingsand buried it in that cdllar.”

“Wheat other things?’

“Sdt, quickslver... That'sal | remember.”

“And you in that cage, your blood dripping down onit,” Seregil murmured. “Isthat why you look
different?

“You seeit, too?’ Alec touched hisface sdf-conscioudy. Y hakobin did something to me. He claimed
it was some kind of purification, to get rid of my human blood. It took days, and when it was over, |
looked likethis.”

“It suitsyou. It'sjust abit gartling, that'sdl. | didn’t think something like that was possible.”

“I hateit!” Alec hissed angrily. 1t slike he took my father away from me.”

“No, Alec, never think that. You'll dways be hisson.” Seregil grinned and kissed him. “And the one |
love. No doubtsthere.”

“It might wear off. He had to do the purification again before he made the second rhekaro.”

“Wall, then, there you go. Don’'t worry about it.” He stretched out on the ground with hishead in
Alec’slap. “Wake mewhen you get tired.”

“Then you promise not to hurt him?’

Seregil looked up at Alec. “Aslong as he stays as heis, then he has nothing to fear from me. But Alec,
if heturns dangerous”

“Hewon't!”

Seregil caught hishand and held it firmly. “If he does, then you' re going to have to make that choice,
aen'tyou?’

“I'will.”

“And if it comesto achoice between that, and me?’

Alec raised their joined hands and pressed hislipsto the back of Seregil’s. “You. But | won't let that
happen.”

Seregil closed hiseyes and was glad to fed Alec’' shand on hisforehead. As he drifted off, however,
he thought he felt cold slver eyeswatching him, too.

CHAPTER 41

Blood and Flowers



IT WAS AFTERNOON when Seregil woke up to find his head pillowed on the bundle, with one of
the musty cloaks draped over him. Alec sat alittle way off, with his sword across his knees and the
rhekaro beside him, staring over at Ilar, who was pacing at the back of the barn, trying to ignore Alec.

“Any sign of trouble?’ asked Seregil.

“I'd have woken you.”

Seregil sat up and stretched. *Y ou should have woken me anyway. Do you want to deep some
more?’

“No, I'mfine. You' d better egt. There' snot much |eft.”

Seregil settled for amouthful of tepid water. “We have to find more food, and fast. Maybe we can
sted you abow somewheretonight.”

“Do you redly mean to wak dl the way to the southern coast?’ Ilar demanded. “It could be days,
weeks even, for al you know!”

“It' snot thet far, afew daysat most,” Seregil told him, though hewasn't so sure.

Alectugged at hisbraid. “ This has gotten me into trouble afew times already. Guess we' d better cut it
off. My knife is better for the job than yours.”

Alec handed him the black-handled dagger and turned his back. Seregil gripped the braid at its base
and brought the knife againdt it.

“What are you waiting for?’ asked Alec.

Seregil lowered the blade, caught by the warm, familiar weight of the plait against hispam. “What's
the point? Long or short, that hair will give you away. Y ou might aswell just cover it up for now. Cut
some cloth off that ding of yours and make ahead rag for yourself.”

Alec gave him aquizzica look over one shoulder. *Y ou' re getting sentimental.”

“Probably.” He nodded at the rhekaro, whose hair fell well below itswaist. “We Il haveto cut his
shorter, though. | don’t think we can hide that much.”

He turned to the rhekaro to find it staring at the knife, fear clear in those usually expressionless eyes.
“What' swrong with him?’

Alec put aprotective arm around its thin shoulders. “He doesn't like knives much. Y hakobin hurt him
alot and cut parts of him off.”

“What parts?’

“Fingers. Skin.”

Even Seregil fet alittle sick at the thought. “Why?’

“I don't know. Here, let medoit. Hetrusts me.”

Seregil handed him back the knife and watched the rhekaro’ s norma blank expression return. “But he
hasdl hisfingers”

“I told you, things grow back. See?’ He showed Seregil Sebrahn’sright hand. Thin scarscircled the
base of threefingers, and there was another around itswrigt. “ That’ swhere Y hakobin cut them off and
they grew back. Drinking my blood helped him heal more quickly. Thefirst one Y hakobin made...” He
broke off and Seregil saw the shadow of something horrificin Alec’seyes. “Y hakobin butchered that
one, then made me hedl it, so he could do it again. He destroyed it, piece by piece, until it died.”

Seregil touched the rhekaro’s cool little hand with abit more respect. “The bastard' s no better than a
necromancer.”

“He' sworse” Alec reached out and picked up astrand of the rhekaro’ s silvery hair, telling it quietly,
“I"'m going to cut your hair, but it won't hurt, | promise.”

Seregil couldn’t tell if it understood or not, but it didn’t shrink away as Alec began carefully trimming
its hair short aboveits shoulders. Handfuls of the silky stuff pooled on the ground around it. Seregil
couldn’t resst picking up alock and running it between hisfingers. It was very soft, likeared child's. It
had its eyes closed now, and was dmost smiling as Alec smoothed a gentle hand over its head.

“Heredly doeslikeyou,” Seregil noted with aresigned sigh.

“How do you know it'saboy?’ asked Ilar, coming closer. “It’ snot like it has anything between its
legs”

“Neither do you!” Alec spat back.



“It doesn’'t?” asked Seregil.

Alec paused in his barbering. “Wdl, no, but he looks like me, so we might aswell cal him that as
anything.”

“Then how does he piss?’

“I don’'t think he needsto.”

Seregil rested hisfacein his hands, trying again to imagine how they were going to manage.

Alec kept his gaze on hiswork, frowning. “No one s going to hurt him again. Besides, if Y hakobin
wants him so badly, then he must be important, right?”

“To make some medicine”

“That didn’'t work,” llar reminded them.

“I think we should take him to Thero and Magyana,” said Alec. “Maybethey’ Il know what heis.”

“I know alittle,” llar said, giving Alec an arch look. “More than you.”

“Would you careto tell us?’ Seregil replied evenly.

[lar shrugged. “IIban says there are many different kinds of rhekaro. The ones made from Hézadriélfaie
blood are the rarest of al. According to the chemists' histories, a perfect poison can be made of their
blood, aswell asan dlixir of perfect healing, and that it possesses a power that can strike a thousand men
dead on the spot when its master speaksthe key.”

Alec glared a him. “Liar! He couldn’'t even protect himself.”

“Asl said, thisone turned out wrong, too,” Ilar replied. “Neither of them even had wings like they
were supposed to. He blamed your mongrel blood.”

Seregil struck Ilar across the mouth so fast the other man had no time to duck. * Shut your filthy
mouth,” he snarled as llar went sprawling.

“Hiswords, not mine,” llar whined, cupping his split lip. “Nothing he tried with it worked asit was
supposed to. He tried making something from your blood, too, Seregil, but that didn’t work properly,
either. That'swhy he didn’t free me, ashe' d promised.” He sat up and wrapped hisarms around his
knees. “| was so close!”

“At our expense.” Seregil gathered the rhekaro’s shorn hair and twisted it into aropeto go into the
bundle. “What se did hetdll you about it?’

“Not very much. But | did see something. I'll show you, if-”

Seregil arched an eyebrow. “1f | promise not to kill you?”

“Both of you.”

“Well, Alec? What do you say? He has been of some use.”

“We could have gotten away without him,” Alec muttered, trying to comb Sebrahn’ sragged hair into
some sort of order with hisfingers. It stuck out in long, ragged tufts, but he looked dightly morelikea
normal child now. But only dightly.

“Maybe, but | think he’ s bought himself sometime. So, Ilar, that’ sthe best you'll get. What isit you
have to show us?’

“1 need some water, and that hog sticker of yours.”

“Y ou can havethe water.” Seregil pulled acup they’ d stolen from the bundle and hdf filled it from
their precious store.

“Now draw adrop of itsblood and let it fal into the cup.”

Seregil handed Alec hisponiard. Alec pulled the rhekaro into hislap and took one of its hands
between his. “Don’'t worry. It sjust alittle poke. Just one. Hold out your hand.”

And it did, gaze fixed on Alec’ shand. Alec carefully pricked thetip of one smal finger. What oozed
out was not blood, but something pale and viscous, like the jelly around frog’ seggsin the spring. When it
fdl into the water, aflash of soft light spread, reminding Seregil of afirefly’ sglow. It quickly faded, and
something dark formed and floated to the surface.

It was aflower, and looked for al theworld like atiny river lotus, except for the color. It was dark
blue, dmost black, and gave off a swest, heavy fragrance.

“Thisisit?’ Seregil asked, eyeing it closdly.

“It' s supposed to be white, according to the texts, but this rhekaro makes nothing but these blue ones.



They' reworthless,” llar told him.

“| saw some of thesein the workshop!” Alec exclaimed, reaching for it.

Seregil grabbed hiswrid. “Be careful.”

“Hesadit didn't work.” But Alec used thetip of hisknifeto lift the blossom from the cup. Holding it
out to the rhekaro, he said, * Sebrahn, can you show me?’

Therhekaro took it carefully inits cupped hands and |ooked around at the three of them for a
moment. Then it moved toward llar, holding the flower up asif it wanted him to smdll it. Theman
scrambled backward, face drawn with fear.

“Soyou're certain it doesn’'t work?” Seregil snatched the flower from the rhekaro’ s hand and leaped
on llar, halding him down and mashing it againg hislips.

Ilar clawed at hiswrists and they grappled, rolling acrossthe dirty floor. Alec jumped on llar’ slegs
and helped wrestle him down. When Seregil |ooked for the flower, it was nowhere to be found.

“Wherethe hdl-? Did you est it?’

“Let mego! | had your word!” Ilar cried, still struggling weskly.

“We never gave you that, actudly.” Seregil grabbed Ilar’ sface and inspected his mouth closdly. “Well,
now, that' sinteresting. Let himup, Alec.”

Ilar staggered up to hisfeet, outraged and panting. “Y ou lied to me!”

“How doesit fed 7’ Alec sneered.

“Better yet, how does your lip fed?" asked Seregil.

“My lip?’ Ilar raised atrembling hand to his mouth. “What do you mean? Oh!”

The split was gone, the lip whole and pink under asmear of blood asif nothing had happened.

“No wonder Y hakobin didn't figureit out,” Seregil murmured, grabbing Ilar again and holding him still
while he ran athumb over the hedled place. “ It does do something, just not what he wanted, apparently.
Let’shear it for your ‘mongrd’ blood, tai.”

Hegrinned at Alec, and for an ingtant something came to him aong the talimenios bond: Alec wasas
aurprised as he was, but there was something more, something Alec wasn't telling him.

Alec caught the look and made a discreet canting gesturein Ilar’ sdirection: Not in front of him.

At the end of his patience, Seregil pulled Alec to hisfeet. “Come on. We need to talk. lar, you stay
here”

As expected, Alec took the rhekaro by the hand and brought it along with them. Seregil led them
outsde.

“Wel?’

Alec rested his hands on the rhekaro’ s shoulders. “The oracle at Sarikali said I’ d father achild of no
woman, right? And Illior knows, Sebrahn doesn't have amother.”

Seregil clenched hisfigsin frugration. “1t's not achild!”

“Heistome, and he’'smine.”

For amoment Seregil was speechless. Then everything fell into place. “Y ou think-? This-Alec, you're
not serious?’

“I am, too! What else could it mean? Look at him!”

There was no mistaking the resembl ance between them. Abhorrent as the thought was, Alec might
actudly beright.

“Tell me again how hewas made. All of it.”

Alec told him about the purificationsin detail, and then, more hdtingly, of the various bodily fluids that
had been collected and how. When he got to the semen, he was blushing miserably.

“They drugged you for that, en? Wdll, at least you dreamt of me,” Seregil told him, ruffling his hair.
“I'm surprised Y hakobin didn't order Ilar to get that from you...” Thelook on Alec' sfacetold him he'd
hit amark. “ That bastard!”

“Likel said, hetried, but | wouldn’t.”

Seregil gently clagped him by the back of the neck and rested his forehead againgt Alec’s. “He can be
very persuasive, can't he? Don't worry, | understand.”



CHAPTER 42

Sebrahn Stirs

THEY STAYED AT the barn until nightfal. By thetime they set out again, striking south by the gars,
the rhekaro’ s hair was halfway down its back again.

“I told you,” said Alec, as he braided it and tucked it under the head rag he' d fashioned for it. He was
wearing his, too, and Seregil decided that they didn’t do much good. No one was going to mistake either
of them-or him ether, probably-for a Plenimaran, unlessthey tried dressng as women. And that wouldn'’t
work, either. Evenif they did manage to sted the proper clothing, none of them could pass asthe male
protector no proper Plenimaran woman would be without. Since there was no help for that, they’ d just
have to make do with trying to stay asfar as possible from any locals.

Ilar was even more sullen now, opening his mouth only to complain. The othersignored him, scanning
the moonlit landscape for signs of trouble.

Theland grew drier and more desolate as they went and Seregil began to worry about histravel
estimations. Their water was nearly gone and so was the food. It was colder tonight, with ahint of frost in
the air. Waking kept them warm but |eft them thirsty. To spare Alec’ s strength, Seregil took turns
carrying therhekaro. It weighed very little and hung in its ding without wiggling or any sign of discomfort.
Severd times, though, Seregil fdt it touching hishair withits cold little fingers. It was adisconcerting
fedling, but it occurred to him that if the rhekaro could learn, then perhapsit could be curious, aswell,
and wondering at the fact that Seregil’ s hair was a different color than Alec's. He also noticed that
whenever they stopped to rest, regardless of who had been carrying it, it wayswent to Alec' sside.

A child of no woman, Seregil thought again. And the oracle claimed it was ablessng. Hismind and
heart both rebelled at such athought; how could this unnatura thing be ablessng?

Andyet, it had hedled llar’ slip.

The days grew steadily colder, and the wind never dropped. The further south Alec led them, the
rougher the way became and he couldn’t seem to find away that was easier.

Asfar asthe eye could see, the land fell steadiily to the south. The ever-present wind cut deeply,
scul pting the landscape into strange shapes and deep canyons they had to scramble around. It was dow
going, and al of them suffered afall or two. Alec found asmall spring that night, but no food. When
dawn came, they dept huddled in the shade of an outcropping, with Seregil and Alec trading short
watches. Exhausted and abit feverish, llar dept fitfully.

It was amiserable time, and made more so when Alec was forced to rely on Ilar for warmth while
Seregil was walking about on watch. He wasn't certain which was worse: having to be so closeto the
man or seeing Seregil with him like that when Alec was on watch. It was some comfort that Seregil didn't
appear to be enjoying the situation any more than hewas, so Alec kept his bitter thoughts to himsdif,
hating the whispers of jedousy at the back of hismind.

When it was histurn to rest, he had no choice but to Sit close beside Ilar, with Sebrahn, who never
showed any sign of being cold, on hislap. Unlikellar, the child gave off no more heat than anewt, but it
was gill good to have the weight of another body againgt his-one that he didn’t detest, anyway.

“Keep dill,” he snarled asllar shifted around, trying to get comfortable on the stony ground.

“I’'m helping you stay dive. If you were out heredone, you'd die”

“I’'ve managed before,” Alec muttered. “Don’t talk to me.”

“How long are you going to hate me?’

Alec rested his cheek against Sebrahn’ s cool hair. “Why shouldn’t 17’

“I know how it dl looksto you, the way thingswere at Y hakobin’s, but what choice do you think |
had? The man owned me, body and soul. My lifewasin his hands.”

“And your comfort,” Alec reminded him. “Theway | heard it, you had an easy lifethere. If it wasn't
for Seregil escaping, you'd sill be there, wouldn't you, Ilban’s pet dave?’



Ilar sighed. “You'reright. | would be. But | don’t hold that against Seregil. How could I, after what |
did to him, and to you?’ He gestured out at the barren, broken land around them. “If not for your mercy,
I’d be dead or in the hands of another cruel master. If not for your forbearance, | wouldn't be sitting here
now, afree man.” He looked sidelong at Alec and smiled. “Well, dmost free. Do you redly think we'll
get avay?’

“We awaysdo.”

“I’ve heard abit of your adventures. A kinsman of VargQl Ashnazai isagood friend with 1l-with
Y hakohin. Isit true that you were the one who killed him?”

“Yes”

“How?’

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“So you're arductant killer, too? Did Seregil teach you that aswell?’

“We re not ns, just nightrunners.” Alec left unsaid the fact that before he' d taken up with
Seregil, he'd never killed anyone,

“There sadifference?’

“For those who know,” Alec replied, teeth chattering in spite of the cloak he had pulled over him and
Sebrahn.

Ilar shifted thisway and that, then leaned closer, pressing againgt hisside. Alec bristled at that, but
there was no denying that it was warmer that way. He was too tired and too cold to argue the matter
right now. Hiseydidsfelt heavy as books.

Ilar was il talking softly when hefdll adeep.

Seregil’ s eyes burned from staring into the distance. He longed for the cover of night and thefed of his
feet eating up the distance that separated them from freedom with every pace.

The others were sheltered between two large boulders. As he passed, he heard the murmur of voices,
and guessed that Alec was not enjoying the Situation much. When he passed again | ater, however, he saw
that he wasfast adeep againgt Ilar’ s shoulder. The other man was awake, and nodded dightly,
acknowledging Seregil’ s presence.

Seregil wasn't quite sure how to fed about that. But at least Alec wasn't going to die of achill.

When his own watch ended and he woke them, Alec looked surprised and none too pleased at his
own position. Standing up unsteedily with the rhekaro in hisarms, he glared down at Ilar for a second,
then walked tiffly away.

“Y ou should leave Sebrahn with me,” Seregil offered. “Y ou' re going to end up a hunchback, lugging
it-him-around dl thetime.”

“It doesn’t bother me,” Alec replied, preparing to nick another fingertip; they were al red and stippled
with scabs now, except for histhumbs, and looked sore.

“I wonder if he could hed those for you?’

“It' snothing. I'mfine”

Seregil walked over to him. From here llar was hidden in the lee of therocks. “Tali, talk to me.”

Alec gave him aweary look. “1 told you, I'mfine. | just wish wetrusted Ilar enough for him to take a
watch now and then. But | don't, and now you have to go deep with him.”

“I won't enjoy it, | promise.”

“I' know. Go on. You look like hell.”

“So do you, love. Just keep thinking of the bathsin Gedre. That’s what keeps me going these days.”

That actualy won him alaugh. “I believeit. Micum aways says you could go through fire and ice and
shit without acomplaint, but deny you a hot bath at the end of it, and-"

“Yes, yes, | know therest.” Seregil gave him amock scowl and went to join lar.

That night’s march was a bit better. They began to see afew big-eared rabbits, and some other small,
furry nocturna cresture that would do in apinch. Alec went off on his own, armed with nothing but a
makeshift ding and a handful of pebbles, and came back with two conies and along snake.

“That'sarock adder. Isit safeto eat?’ |lar asked, disgusted.

“So long as you chop off thefirst third or so, that getsrid of the poison sacs,” Alec explained, doing



exactly that and tossing the head away. “ Do we dare make afire?’

“My bdly saysyes,” Seregil said.

Cobbling together atiny fire from what brush there was, they cooked the meat and the coney livers
until they were black on the outside, and mostly raw inside, but warmed through. When it was done,
Seregil diced it dl up in three equd parts and doled out afew sps of water.

“Meat!” Aleclaughed, ripping amouthful off aleg bone with histeeth. “ By the Four, Y hakobin was
gtingy with that. How about you?’

“My master was kinder,” Seregil said with asmirk, plucking the tiny bones from a chunk of snake
mest. “1 got abit now and then.”

Ilar took atentative bite of underdone rabbit. He gagged on it at once and spat it out.

“Don’'t go wasting that,” Alec warned. “Those were hard to come by, and we may not get any more
forawhile”

“It' sdreadful!”

“Better than tarving, though,” Seregil told him, chewing happily. He passed Ilar his portion of the
coney liver. “Here, try this”

The man nibbled hesitantly at the dark morsdl, then ate therest. “That isn't quite asbad.” Hecast a
longing glance & Alec’ sportion.

Alec popped hisinto his mouth and chewed loudly. “Mmmm. Delicious!”

When their scant meal was over Alec slamped out the fire and buried the remains of it and the bones.
Then, gtill hungry and thirdtier than ever, they continued on.

* k% %

A few hours before dawn, Seregil was carrying Sebrahn when the rhekaro suddenly grew restless,
squirming in hisding and dutching a Seregil’ s shoulders.

Seregil put him down, in no mood for any complications.

As soon as hisfeet touched the ground, Sebrahn clasped Alec’shand and tried to pull him inamore
eadterly direction, heedless of the stony ground on his bare feet. It wasthe firgt time Seregil had seen the
rhekaro show thismuch initigtive.

“What do you think he wants?’ he asked, intrigued in spite of himself.

“I don't know. He' s never done this before.”

Seregil turned to llar. “Do you have any ideas about this?’

Ilar looked baffled, too. “No.”

“Wadl then, | guesswe Il haveto follow him.”

Set loose, Sebrahn tugged at Alec’sarm like adog on aleash and he led them down into a deep gully
Alec had been trying to avoid. Tough little plants lined adry creek bed at the bottom. Alec sniffed the air,
then plucked asprig and nibbled carefully at onethin leaf.

“I thought so! Thisisteawort. Chew it, and it will keep your mouth wet.”

It tasted a bit like pine, abit like rosemary, and made the spit well under their tongues, making the dry
air easier to bear asthey hoarded the last of their water.

But Sebrahn didn’t let them stop for long. Taking Alec’ s hand again, he continued on to where the
gully let out onto asmd| valley.

“Wll, look at that!” Seregil exclaimed. Lessthan amile on, they saw the warm, square glow of
firdight through awindow.

Asthey came closer, they could make out the shape of alow stone cottage ringed with a stone
enclosure. Thewind carried the scent of water, and goats.

“How could he have known that was there?” wondered Alec.

Seregil gave the rhekaro agrudging smile. “1 don’t know. Maybe he' s part divining rod.”

They approached the place with caution, but al was slent.

“Doesn’'t anyone in Plenimar keep dogs?” whispered Alec.



“They’re considered dirty creatures here, good only for coursing, and for fighting,” llar explained.

“Fighting what?’ asked Alec.

“Each other, or daves”

“Let’shopethey don't keep that kind here,” said Seregil. “Ilar, keep quiet and follow our lead.”

Skirting the house, they stole afew knobby turnips from arocky garden patch and discovered alarge,
strong-smelling cheese in acovered bucket let down the well to stay cool. They pulled up the water
bucket and drank thirtily, daking their dry throats.

Alec wiped hismouth on his deeve, then looked around in darm. “Where' s Sebrahn?’

The rhekaro had stayed right beside him, as ways. Now he was nowhere to be seen.

“Shit!” Seregil pointed toward the house, where the front door now stood open, letting out along bar
of firdight. “1lar, stay here. Alec, let’ sgo fetch your-him.”

They stole up to the open door and peered inside.

The house was a humble one, just asingle room, with stretched skins on the walls and chunks of dried
meet hung from the rafters. Apart from afew crude stools, there were no furnishings, and it appeared that
the family had been adeep on pdlets on the floor. Now aman and hiswife and several smal girlswere
gtting up among their blankets, staring in terror a Sebrahn.

The rhekaro was knedling beside the only occupied pallet. His headcloth had come off and hislong
hair fdl intangled disarray down hisback. Theruddy light of the fire madeit ook more blond than white
and lent hisface alittle color, but there was no mistaking his strangeness. The man made asign against
evil with two fingers and muttered theword “ urgha,” thinking the rhekaro was ademon or ghost.

A gaunt young woman lay on the palet in front of Sebrahn. Seregil could hear her [abored breathing
from here, and smell the sickly-sweet odor of diseased flesh.

Ashe and Alec watched, Sebrahn pulled the lower end of atattered blanket away, exposing afoot
that was dark and grosdy swollen.

“Hewantsto hed her, likehedid Ilar’slip,” Alec whispered, moving for the door.

Seregil grabbed him by the arm and signed, Stay here. Keep watch. I'll do the talking. Making sure
his deeves were wdll pulled down to hide the dave brand, he stepped inside, hands raised to show he
meant no harm.

“Who areyou?’ the man demanded in thickly accented Plenimaran as hiswife hastily turned away and
covered her head with ashawl. He had the curly hair and swarthy skin that spoke of mixed blood,
probably Zengati. Thelittle girlshad curly hair, too, but were fair-skinned.

“Just awayfarer,” Seregil replied, knowing his own Plenimaran spoke of western cities. “We were so
glad to see your light. I’m sorry if my companion there has troubled you, but he' saheder.”

“That paelittlething?’ the man growled. “What does he care about my daughter? How did you come
here?’

“Wewerelog, up in the highlands.”

The man remained suspicious, but Seregil pressed on. “My little friend here smells disease and follows
it likeahound.” Actualy, he suspected that wasn't much of alie. “If you'll dlow it, | think he can make
her well.”

The man started to object, but his wife muttered something low and urgent and he softened as he
looked over at the dying girl. “Well, | don’t suppose he could do her much harm as sheis”

“What happened to her?’

“Rock adder bit her last night as she was bringing in the flock. She screamed most of the night, *til she
wore out. If your little fellow can help her, or give her an easy passing, you can ask of uswhat you will.”

“1 need acup of water.”

“She can't take none.”

“I know, but he needsit for the hedling.”

Oneof thelittle girls hurried to dip a cracked bowl in abucket. Seregil took it with areassuring smile
and st it down beside Sebrahn.

“Give meyour hand,” he whispered, drawing his poniard.

The rhekaro immediately shrank back from him, eyesfixed on the long pointed blade.



“What are you playing at?’ the man demanded, reaching for acudgel on the floor beside him.

Alec camein and went to Sebrahn. “Let medoit.”

The woman peered at them from the folds of her shawl and let out atrembling cry. She uncovered her
head and turned her face to thefirdight.

“You're Aurénfaie,” Seregil said, in that language. Worn and hollow-eyed from hard living, she il
had the fine features of hiskind. She also had alarge bruise under one eye.

“I was,” shewhispered. “1 thought you must be, and now | seethe boy.” She held out her right
forearm, showing them an eaborate, flower-shaped brand mark there, aswell as bruiseseft by rough,
largefingers. “I’m afreedwoman. Thisismy man, Karsus. I’'m Tid. Please, can you redly hep my girl ?’

“1 hope s0.” Alec pricked the rhekaro’ sfinger and let severa dropsfdl into the bowl. Two dark blue
flowers floated up. When Sebrahn placed them on the affected foot, they both disappeared as soon as
they touched the hot, discolored flesh. He held his finger over the bowl again and made another. Thisone
he placed on her mouth, where the same thing happened, but thistime her eyes opened and she looked
up & himin deepy confusion. “Where' sMama?’

Her mother let out a happy sob and crawled over to take her daughter’ s hand.

But Sebrahn was till busy, making more flowers and putting them on the girl’ sfoot and leg. A sweet
fragrancefilled the air as, one by one, they disappeared.

Ilar crept in and kndt just ingde the door, making the husband a humble bow.

“How many of you arethere?’” Karstus growled, suspicious again.

“That'sall of us,” Seregil replied, shooting llar adark look.

“Oh, look!” Tid exclaimed, with no eyesfor anyone but her daughter. The swelling was aready
noticeably lessened, and the angry red stresks that had extended up her shin were fading. “ Oh, thank
Aura”

“Don’t cry, Mama. It doesn't hurt so much now,” the girl said.

“By the Hame,” her father grunted, gripping the cudge in both hands now. “What sort of sorcery is
this?’

“What's he saying? Why ishe gtill angry?” Alec whispered.

“Stay cadm,” Seregil told him quietly. Then, to the man, “1t' sahedling, that’sdl. See? Y our girl is
better. She'll be up tending the goats for you before the next full moon.”

“That may be, but | till don't like the ook of your little one, there. I’ ve never seen anatura child do
such things, or look like that. He' s ademon, sure enough. How do | know you' re not a pack of
necromancers, come for my soul?’

Seregil held up hishandsin agesture of peace. “No, we' re not. | swear it by Sakor.”

“What does it matter what they are? He hedled our Sarial” hiswife cried, clinging to her daughter’s
hand. The younger girls had retreated to a corner and were clinging to each other there, watching Seregil
and their father with wide, frightened eyes.

“What now?’ Alec murmured, staying close to Sebrahn; he didn’t have to understand the words being
spoken to tell that the Stuation was going sour.

“Let mehandleit,” Seregil muttered back in Skaan. “Master Karstus, we' ve done you agood turn
tonight, and we ask nothing in return but a scrap of food and some directions. We' re making for the

The man’seyes narrowed. “ So that’ show it is, isit? If | wasto look at your right arm, what would |
See, en?’

Seregil glanced at the bruised and fearful wife. “Y ou were adaver yoursdf?’

“Never!” Karstus pushed back hisright deeve and showed Seregil alarge double brand, gone white
with age. Then he shifted on his pallet and stuck out hisleft leg. It wasjust astump. “I was born to
davery, me, and kept until 1 was no use anymore. | found my woman starving on the road after her kind
magter freed her and turned her out with nothing.” He pushed himself up on his good leg with the hel p of
the cudgd. “ Do you think you' re the first escaped davesto break for the Strait?’

Seregil looked sharply over his shoulder @ Ilar. “Did you know?’

“No, | swear it.”



“For what that’ sworth,” Alec muttered.

“How far isit to the coast?”’ Seregil asked the man.

“Two or three days, maybe.”

“Any towns?’

“Just steadingslikethisone, far as| know. Goats are the only things that thrive out here. Goats and
freedmen.”

Seregil retrieved his bundle from Ilar and took out afew pieces of the silver jewery he' d found in the
attic, and one of thelittle gold lockets. “If davers come by here, will this be enough to make certain you
never saw us?’

“That sword of yoursisenough,” Karstus replied, scowling.

Seregil tossed the trinkets on the closest pallet. “For your girls, then. And any adviceyou'd give.”

“Due south should bring you to the coast. There salittle port aong there somewhere, caled Vogtaz.
Savetakers || be thickest there. South and west will get you to the ocean in three days or four, maybe.
Thereare somefishing villages'round there. If you're handy at steling and sailing, you might get off. The
takers || be watching there, too, but there' slessof "em.”

“Isthere no better way?’ Ilar demanded.

“Not for any purebloods like you two, or that yellow-haired boy. Or that.” He made another sign a
Sebrahn.

Seregil held out his branded arm. “ Do you know anyone who can fix this?’

Karstus shook hishead. “ There ain’t enough money in that pack of yoursto buy that of anyonein this
part of theworld. We ve seen too many drawn and quartered who tried.”

Hiswifeleaned close and whispered in hisear. He scowled at her, then shook his head. “ Do what you
will, woment!”

Tid went to the makeshift kitchen at the back of the room and placed aloaf of coarse bread and some
sausagesinto aclean rag.

Alec went to her and held out the cheese they’ d stolen. “I’ m sorry we took this without asking.”

But she only raised an eyebrow at him, then cut half and added it to the bundle. Knotting it, she put it
in Alec’ s hands. “WEe ve enough to spare, brothers. Thank you for saving my daughter. I’ Il aways be
grateful, and so will she”

“What clan areyou, sster?” asked Seregil.

“Akhendi.”

“I know the khirnari there. Can | bring any word to your people?’

She gave him asad smile and shook her head. “ Tdll themthat Tid &Elas isdead.”

Her words haunted them asthey set out again.

“They'reso poor. | fed guilty, taking their food,” Alec said, though the smoky aromaof the goat
sausagein Seregil’ sbundle was dready making dl of them hungry.

“We gave them back their daughter,” Seregil said with ashrug.

“And you think that will make any differenceif the dave takers come pounding on their door?’ Ilar
scoffed. “ There' saways a bounty, you know, aswell as swift retribution for those who aid runaways.”

“Then it would be better for them to keep their mouths shut, wouldn't it?” said Alec.

Seregil looked over at Sebrahn, riding placidly on Alec’ s back again. “ This rhekaro scared them both,
even after he heded the girl, and he’ stoo strange to forget. That might make it worth their while.”

“Y ou should have killed them, then,” Ilar muttered.

“Aren’'t you the bloodthirsty one, these days?’

“Oh, how that wounds me, coming from you!”

“I'only kill when | haveto. | don't enjoy it.” He gavellar adark look. “Waell, not usudly. Asfor killing
those poor starvelings, it’ s no different than stealing Y hakobin's horses.”

“Y ou could have burned the house.”

“Y ou want to go back and paint an arrow on the wall to make sure they know we came thisway?’

Alec snapped.
[lar shut his mouth and kept his distance.



They hurried on, Alec leading them east to confound any trackers who talked to the goatherd.
Suddenly Seregil-who' d been uncommonly quiet-reached out and ruffled Sebrahn’shair. “Y ou surely
aren't human or *faie, but you' re not just athing, either, | guess.”

“No, he'snat,” llar agreed, much to Alec’ ssurprise. “ As great an dchemist asll-as Y hakobinis, |
don't think he understood what he created.”

Alec spared him amocking grin. “Because of my mongre blood.”

“That may be exactly it,” Seregil mused, till studying Sebrahn. “We don’'t know what arhekaro is
supposed to look like.”

“| saw afew drawingsin the old tomes Y hakobin used,” Ilar told him. “ They showed something with a
human shape, gpart from thewings.”

“Wdll, that’ s something, | suppose. So, he has teeth but does’t eet. He moves and bleeds whatever
that whitejuiceis but has no heart. He appears to have some sort of mind-"

“And he canfed pain,” Alec reminded him. “But not cold.”

“When Y hakobin finished with thefirst one he made...” Ilar began.

Alec stopped dead, adangerous ook in his eyes. “Y ou were there? Y ou hel ped butcher it?’

Seregil gripped Alec’sarm, holding him back. “Wheat did you see, llar?’

Ilar looked rather ill. “1t didn’t die easily. He had to keep cutting it up.”

Alec sank to the ground and pulled Sebrahn into hisarms, holding him tight.

“What did hefind?’ Seregil asked.

“ Something like bones and organs, but they were dl colorless, and he could not guesstheir function.”

“I see” Seregil squeezed Alec' s shoulder. “Let’ skeep going.”

Alec sattled Sebrahn in hisding again and took the lead without aword, but Seregil could fed therage
bailing in hislover’ sheart. It coursed aong the talimenios bond like molten lead.

He had to keep cutting it up...

Seregil glanced over at Sebrahn and felt sick at the thought.

When they stopped inadry gully, just before dawn, Seregil’ s thoughts had turned to other things.

They settled as comfortably asthey could, sheltered by afew wind-twisted cedars that overhung the
bank. Seregil sat down beside Sebrahn and stroked the rhekaro’ s hair. “ Y ou’ re afine hedler, little one,
with those flowers of yours.”

That got awan smilefrom Alec. “Heis, isn't he? Maybe if Y hakobin had figured that out, he wouldn’t
have hurt them so much.”

“Thefact that he didn’t know makes me wonder what he was after.” Seregil paused, working up the
nerve to broach the idea that had come to him during the night's march. “ Alec, I’m going to need your
help with something. Isyour knife ftill good and sharp?’

“Yes. Why?’

Seregil pushed back hisright deeve and ran athumb over the dave mark.

“Oh, nol Areyou insane?’

Seregil grinned. “Probably, but that’ s beside the point at the moment. I'm going to need your help.”

“What are you taking about?’ llar demanded.

“You said it yoursdf,” Seregil replied. “These marks are nothing | want to wesar for the rest of my life.
And if we re caught with them here, then there sno talking our way out of anything.”

“And | told you that the first thing the dave takerslook for is anew wound where the brand should
be”

Seregil nodded at Sebrahn. “But what if thereisn’'t oneto find?’

He unbuckled his belt and folded the end over, then clenched it between hisfront teeth. “That should
do. Let'sdo theleg brand first, Alec. That' slesslikely to be noticed in passing, if this doesn’t work.”

“Why not try it on llar first?” asked Alec.

[lar was halfway to hisfeet dready, and looked ready to bolt.

“That' swhy,” said Seregil. “He |l fight and scream and we could end up hamstringing him. And it can't
beyou, ether. You'rethe only one Sebrahn listensto, and if he sees me come at you with aknife, he
might not be very cooperative.” He grinned and ruffled Alec' shair. “Don’t worry, tdi. I’ ve been through



worse.”
True. But not for a long time.

It took alittle more convincing, but findly he talked them both into it. Ilar stood with Sebrahn, holding
the cup of water. Seregil stretched out in the dirt on hisbelly, clutching the folded belt. Alec knelt over
him with the knife and pulled up histrouser leg to expose the brand.

He gripped Seregil’ sleg, and Seregil was glad that hand was steady. “Be quick, Alec, and try not to
cut too deep. Just the skin.”

“I' know.”

Seregil put the folded leather between histeeth and bit down. He felt Alec pinch up the skin on the
back of hiscaf, then bit down hard on the belt as Alec started cutting.

Seregil probably had been through worse, and Alec probably was working as quickly as he could, but
it certainly didn’t seem like it aswhite-hot pain shot up Seregil’ sleg. Having the brand flayed off hurt
worse than having it burned on. Panting around the folded belt, he was only dimly aware when Alec
stopped and said something to the others.

An agonizing moment later, hands gripped his calf and he snarled and jerked in their grip as something
cold and wet touched hisraw flesh.

“Liedill!” Alec ordered.

The cold sensation came back, but thistime the pain subsided considerably. He tried to look over his
shoulder, but Alec pushed him down again. “ Stay still, please. It' sgoing to take afew more.”

After the second flower the pain was bearable. After the third he spit out the belt and buried his head
in hisfolded arms, covered in cold sweat and overwhelmed by the heavy perfume of the healing flowers.

Alec used one more, and the last of the pain was gone. “1t worked!”

Seregil rolled over and stuck out hisarm. “ Do the other.”

“Maybe we should wait.”

Seregil let out ashaky laugh. “1f we do that, you'll have to run me down and catch me. Just doit!” He
jammed the belt back in his mouth and locked hisleft arm across hiseyes.

Either he had morefeding in the underside of hisarm or Alec had to cut deeper. Seregil wasfighting
back wheezing little screams before Alec stopped and applied the flowers.

Whenit wasover helet hisleft am fall and lay staring up a the dawn sky, willing himsdf not to throw
up.

Alec bent over him, concerned. “Doesit still hurt?’

“No,” Seregil gasped, “but that waslessfun than | thought it would be.”

Vomiting lessimminent now, he sat up and examined hisforearm. The brand was gone. The skin
whereit had been was smooth and thin, but whole. There was some lingering pain, actudly, but nothing
he couldn’t stand. He looked up &t the others. Alec was pale, and the fingers holding the knife were
bloody but till steady. llar looked sick as he knelt beside Sebrahn with the cup. “ Thank you. Everyone.”
He reached over and gave the rhekaro a shaky pat on the head. “ Especidly you!”

Therhekaro held out itsright forefinger; adrop of hiswhite blood had welled out from thelittle cut
there.

Seregil smiled. “Yes. Y ou made my pain go away. Thank you.”

Alec managed agrin when he handed the bloody knifeto Seregil. “My turn, if you're up toit. Finch up
the skin and cut under it. You'relesslikely to cut into the mest that way.”

Seregil shuddered as he handed Alec the belt. “I'm redlly glad you didn’t say that while you were il
cutting.”

Alec shrugged, then put his hands on Sebrahn’ s shoulders. “ Seregil isgoing to cut me now. That'sall
right. I'm letting him, and you’ [| make those flowersfor me, too, won't you?’

The rhekaro gazed up at him, silent and emotionless as ever.

“All right.” Alec stretched out on the ground between them and buried hisfacein hisarms. Hisvoice
was muffled as he added, “1 just hope you're asgood as| am a skinning things.”

Seregil’ s hand tightened around the black hilt. “Bite on the leather. I'll be asquick as| can.”

Ilar gripped Alec’ s calf at the ankle and just below the knee, hisface inches from Seregil’s. Their eyes



met, and Seregil was surprised at the encouragement he saw there as llar murmured, “Don’t make him
wait.”

Seregil pinched up the smooth golden skin around Alec’s brand. The hard muscle underneath was lean
and corded. Seregil took a deep breath, then diced away the brand in one go, leaving araw ova of
exposed flesh. He sat back on his heels and watched as Sebrahn placed alarge dark flower on the
bleeding wound. It disappeared, just as he’ d seen at the goatherd' s cottage. The rhekaro made three
more, and when the last had doneitswork and the wound was closed, Alec let out a choked moan and
rolled over, il clutching the belt between histeeth. Tears of pain welled in his eyes as he stuck out his
arm and gave Seregil an imploring look that said hurry.

Seregil quickly diced out the second brand and hel ped Sebrahn place the flowers. When that wound
was hedled he grabbed Alec’ s hand in both of his, heedless of the blood. “Better?’

Alec spit out the gnawed belt and closed hiseyes. “You'reright,” he whispered. “ That wasn’t much
fun”

Sebrahn curled up next to him with hishead on Alec’s chest. Alec stroked hishair. “Y ou did agood
job.”

Seregil looked over at Ilar, and saw him swalow hard. He wasterrified. “1 could hideif the dave
takers come.”

“We can't risk that. If we're caught with amarked dave, Alec and | arejust as dead asif we' d stayed
branded. It does't take long, and the flowers take away the pain very quickly.”

[lar nodded dowly, though he was trembling badly. “I’m not as brave as you two. Y ou’ d better hold
me down. Seregil, will you do the cutting?’

“All right. Liedown.”

llar was aready whimpering as Alec lay down across him, pinning llar’ sleg with both hands. Seregil
braced one knee on the back of Ilar’s calf and went to work.

Ilar screamed around the belt but didn’t struggle very much as Seregil diced off the branded skin.
Sebrahn placed the flowers as before, but Seregil noticed that they were smaler now, and it took more
of them to hedl the wound.

When that was over, Alec got off llar. “ Turn over.”

“I can’'t! No morel” llar whimpered.

“Yes, you can.” Alec roughly flipped Ilar over and flattened himself acrass the sobbing man to grip his
am.

llar did struggle thistime, making it harder for Seregil to make asingle clean cut. Hisfingerswere
dippery with blood and he got only half the brand, and managed to dice his own thumb, too.

“Stop moving, damnit! Y ou're only making it worse.”

[lar froze, trying to choke back his sobs.

“Cover hiseyes, Alec.” Seregil got the rest of the brand off and sat back to let Sebrahn do his hedling
work.

Despite the healing, Ilar was a sobbing wreck. Seregil patted his shoulder awkwardly. “That’ s enough,
now. Come on. Get up.”

Seregil tried to pull him up, but Ilar’ slegs wouldn't hold him and Seregil ended up on the ground again
with llar hafway in hislap, clutching Seregil’ s coat in both hands. Seregil had little choice but to hold him
until he calmed down. He could fed the raised ridges of old scars under his hands, through the back of
[lar’ sthin robe. Past suffering had made Seregil stronger, and Alec, too. It had broken Ilar.

“Y ou're getting blood dl over him.”

Seregil looked up to find Alec cradling Sebrahn in hisarms. He waswatching llar with amix of pity
and disgust. But when he looked up at Seregil, he caught aflash of resentment there, too.

They sat like that for along time as the sun came up, each of them holding another in their arms.

CHAPTER 43



Divisions

ALEC HAD NO ideawhat the date was, but the wind grew sharper every day and smelled of winter.
At night the ground under their feet sparkled with frost.

With careful rationing, and abit of luck he had hunting, they managed to make Tid’ sfood last two
nights, but the cold was rapidly becoming more of adanger. When they had to rest there was nothing to
do but huddle even closer together than before, trying to keep the heat in each other’ sbodies.

Three days out from the goatherd’ s cottage not only were they ill not in sight of the ocean, but it
began to rain. By dawn it was coming down so hard that he and Seregil gave up on keeping watch and
joined llar in the scant shelter of aruined cottage they’ d come across.

“At least water won't be a problem today,” Seregil joked through chattering teeth.

When they moved on that night, they were still hungry and filthy, but littlerillsflowed in the formerly
dry gullies, enough to keep the water skin filled.

Since heding the girl, Sebrahn had returned to his usud silent, passive sate, showing no interest in
diverging from each night' s chosen march. Hungry most of the time himsdlf, Alec fed him severd timesa
day, and the rhekaro seemed content with the extrafeedings. He nestled close to Alec when he dept, but
he dways did that, anyway.

Looking into those pale eyes as he washed Sebrahn’ sface or cut hishair, however, Alec was
convinced that he saw more intelligence there each day. The way the rhekaro sensed the sick girl and
ingsted on finding her was proof enough of that. And Seregil had begun to soften towards him, too, much
to Alec'srdlief.

The only signs of habitation they saw over the next two nightswere afew herders huts. They stopped
just long enough to take whét little food they could stedl, careful not to show themselvesto the
householders.

The subject of getting rid of either Ilar or Sebrahn had died somewhere dong the road. Seregil had to
admit that he' d had the easier choice. At first he'd made an effort to refer to the rhekaro as*him” and
“Sebrahn” for Alec’ s sake. Since that night at the goatherd’ s cottage, he couldn’t help but begin to think
of him asared being. Slent and strange as he was, Sebrahn had somehow known of the girl’ sdistress
and acted to help her. The sight of him drinking Alec’ s blood, and the touch of his cold little fingerswere
dill alittle unnerving, though.

Alec and llar aso seemed to have established atruce of sorts, enough at least they could dlegp next to
each other without afight, but that was about asfar asit went. Seregil had never seen Alec hold agrudge
likethis, he' d dways been the more forgiving one, and it made Seregil wonder if there was something
Alec hadn't told him about histime with llar in the lchemist’ shouse.

Less clear were Seregil’ sfedingstoward llar. He ill had every reason to hate the man, and years of a
bitterly nursed grudge on top of that, yet whenever he looked &t Ilar, dl he could see were the scars and
the besten look in hiseyes. Thiswas't the man he remembered.

Days ago, when they’ d first had to huddle together while Alec was on watch, Ilar had been quiet and
nervous. But as the days went on, he began to talk of Aurénen and the past, like he had when Seregil had
been playing the dutiful dave. Now he asked for news of people he remembered, and recalled friends
they’ d shared. Grudgingly at firgt, Seregil found himsdf having red conversationswith llar. If it had been
anyone but Ilar, it would have been rather pleasant. The fact that Alec had nothing good to say to the
man during their marches, but could deep next to him in the daylight, made Seregil wonder if hewas
softening toward Ilar, too. When he tried to broach the subject in arare moment of privacy, however,
Alecjust stared at him.

“I use him for warmth, like acampfire. Nothing else.” He gave Seregil an oddly appraising look.
“What about you?’

“Thesame,” Seregil replied, but in the back of hismind, alittle doubt niggled. Alec saw through himin
aningant. “l can't explainit, tali. | don't want him. | don’'t like him! | just can’'t seem to hate him
anymore. As soon aswe get away from Plenimar we' |l send him on hisway, | promise.”



“Judt like that?’

“Yes Judt likethat.”

Alec et it drop, but only after giving Seregil a skeptica look that cut him to the heart.

By thetimethefirgt hint of dawn showed that morning, Alec could tell by the scent on the breeze that
they werefinaly nearing the ocean. He waited until the sky brightened along the horizon, then pointed of f
to the southwest. “ Thereit is. The Strait!”

Between the till-dark land and the golden lip of the horizon, adark strip of ocean curved into the hazy
distance. Beyond that, out of sight, lay Aurénen, and safety.

“I don't believeit!” whispered llar. “We might actualy makeit.”

Seregil gave him acrooked grin. “Two nights. Three at most. | hope you have agood stomach for
sling, my friend.”

Friend? Alec’'sown grin died-not for al the days Ilar had dept beside Seregil, or for his betraya of
AlecinYhakobin's house. No, it wastheway Seregil had called llar “friend.” It sounded amost like he
meant it.

“Comeon!” Seregil urged, not noticing.

They came across arutted dirt track leading south and gave it awide berth. They skirted a small
hamlet, too, and finally took refuge in alonely copse of trees next to astream. It was lessthan ided, but
the sun was up and they couldn’t risk being caught out in the open.

Therewas plenty of dry wood lying around, and after some consultation, he and Seregil decided to
risk asmal fire. The three of them breakfasted on boiled water and afew dices of raw turnip. It wasn't
very filling but the heat felt good in their bellies. They kept the rest of their scant provisons-afew more
turnips, two wizened apples, and some cooked mesat from the skinny coney Alec had killed two days
earlier-in the rag sack, hoping to eke them out one more day.

He and Seregil took turns on watch through the day. It was a sheltered spot and the sun had come out
at lagt, s0 llar was|eft to deep by himsdf again.

Seregil was on watch late that afternoon, burning wood ticks from hisarms and legs with the hot tip of
adtick, when llar woke and scraiched glumly at hisown dirty clothing and hair. Moving carefully past
Alec, who was gill adeep with Sebrahn, he walked over to Seregil and whispered, “Y ou'll have to show
me how to do that. | itch al over. | haveto piss, too. May | have some privacy?’

[lar dwayswent off by himsdlf, and in the dark, too, to attend to bodily functions. Seregil was about to
object, then thought of the gelding scars llar had shown him. “Go on, but stay inside the trees.”

Ilar stepped behind alarge trunk and amoment later Seregil caught sight of abare, bent knee sticking
out from behind it.

Of course, he has to squat. He looked away, more affected by the sight than he thought possible.
He remembered that body the way it had been, strong and whole and pressed closeto his...

Seregil threw hisgtick into the fire and went to make a circuit of their little hiding place, looking for any
ggnsof lifeand trying not to think about the man.

[lar, however, followed him. “I’'m hungry.”

“WE |l eat when Alec wakes up. Have all the water you want. The stream isgood.”

Ilar drank deeply and capped the skin. Then he turned and |ooked back to where Alec lay adeep on
the ground. “ So that’ swhat you can love, en? Can’t say | blame you. He has akind heart.”

“Not for those who betray him,” Seregil retorted softly.

“I’'m sorry about that. What choice do you think | had? [1ban ordered it and | had to obey.”

“Stop cdling him that! Y ou' re free now. Aurénfaie don’t have masters.”

llar’ s soft laugh was hitter. “ Can ether of uscal himsdf that anymore?’

“That’ sthe blood that runsin our veins, no matter what anyone says, or doesto us.”

“I see. Wdll, Il try to take your advice, until someone sees me naked. I'll be quite the darling of the
baths, won't 17’

“Sdf- pity isnot avery productive emotion, you know. Or an attractive one.”

“Forgiveme, Ilban,” llar returned with heavy sarcasm.

Seregil bit back a snide remark, not wanting to wake Alec. Even adeep, the younger man had dark



rings of exhaustion under his eyes. He lay curled on his side with his head on the bundle, with Sebrahn
nestled againgt his chest asadways.

“I wanted to diewhen | wasfirst exiled, but | was too young and scared to carry through,” Seregil
admitted softly. “But after that passed, even with al the shame-Despite what you may think, going to
Idrilain’s court in disgrace wasn't pleasant. Everyone knew why | was there, and what I’ d done. But a
wise friend told methat if you act like awhipped dog, that’s how people treat you, and that I’ d better
learn to hold my head up if | wanted anyone' s respect ever again.”

“That'seadly said.” Ilar turned away and stared out at the sinking sun. “I’m so dirty.” Seregil thought
he wastalking of his spirit before he added, “ The sound of that stream is driving me mad. Please, can |
go and wash?’

Seregil hesitated, tempted by the idea himsdlf. They hadn’t seen or heard anyone dl day, and just
down the hill from where they sat, the stream curved in among the trees. The sun was nearly down and
stars were dready showing through the branches overhead. “ All right. W€ |l keep watch for each other.”

Seregil went first. Leaving his sword within easy reach, he stripped off his coat and squatted on the
muddy bank, trying to wash away the sweset and stink. He glanced down at hisright arm where the brand
had been, glad not to go the rest of hislife with that kind of reminder in plain Sght. Bad enough that he'd
let himself and Alec be taken like that; hefelt most guilty at how long it had taken him to get loose again.

Long enough for that thing to be made. And he lovesiit, too, asif it really were his child. Seregil
bent to rinse hishair in the current, thinking again of the oracl€ s prophecy. If thiswasn't the fulfillment of
it, then it was damn close.

The cold water felt wonderful againgt his swesaty scap. He stayed there amoment, then sat up and
shook his head like adog, scattering dropletsin dl directions.

“Now I’'m wet, too.”

Seregil looked back over his shoulder and was startled to see llar standing close beside him. Heisa
'faie, after all, hethought, but still didiked having the man cregp up on him like thet.

[lar wiped hisface on hisdeeve, leaving astreak of wet dust on his cheek. “That much less| need to
wash, eh, Haba?’

“Don’t cal methat,” Seregil snapped, more out of habit than any rea anger.

“I'm sorry. I ve dways thought of you that way.”

“Wdll, don't,” Seregil growled, going back to hiswashing.

“I wish Alec could forgive me. | redly do like him, you know. It wasn't easy, lying to him like that, but
| had no choice.”

“So you keep saying.” Seregil snorted as he washed hisface.

A light touch on his shoulder sartled him. He dapped llar’ s hand away and stood up, water running
down his chest to soak the front of histrousers. “ Damn you! What do you want from me?’

Ilar stepped closer. “ Y our forgiveness, Seregil. | don't understand. Y ou saved my life, but you il
treat me like aplaguerat. Why didn’t you kill me or leave me when you had the chance?’

“I"ve been asking mysdif that alot.”

Ilar smoothed a hand down the front of hisdirty robe. “Y ou didn’t know, did you, what had redlly
become of me?'Y ou thought | was wandering around free, just like you.”

And thereit was again, thought Seregil, that little fish hook tug in hisheart. Ilar held hisgaze ashe
undid theties at the neck of hisrobe and pulled it off over his head, baring his devastated body-the scars,
the stripes, and the terrible emptiness between hislegs.

When llar reached for his shoulder thistime, Seregil just stood there, looking into those sad hazel eyes,
and seeing the depth of pain there.

“Haba,” Ilar whispered, leaning closer. “ Can't we cdl thetally even? We ruined each other’ slives,
and now we ve saved them. Without me, how would you have gotten them both away?’

“I'd have managed!” But Seregil couldn’t help wondering how. llar’ s hand did to the back of his neck
and he could not for the life of him understand why hewas dlowing it. llar suddenly bent closer, bringing
hislips close enough for Seregil to taste the man' s bregth.

Seregil jerked back. “What the hell-?’



Before they could discussthe matter, Alec burst from the trees and flung himsdlf at Ilar, tumbling them
both into the stream with a mighty splash.

Seregil stood dumbstruck, watching them flailing at each other with kneesand fists. He almost kissed
me. | almost let him!

Alec quickly got the upper hand and was holding Ilar’ s head under the water. Seregil waded in and
dragged him off, pulling him to hisfeet. They were both soaked now.

Alec whipped around and punched Seregil squardly in the jaw, knocking him on hisassin the
shdlows Hewaslivid.

“Isthat how itis?” he shouted, fists balled, body tensed for attack. “Isthat why you dragged him
dong?

Seregil stared up a him. The whole side of his face throbbed and his mouth was full of blood. “Of
course not!”

“I saw you! Him-naked. Kissing you!”

“Hedid not!” The accusation stung, and pain was giving way to anger. “And what about you? | saw
you in the garden with him, more than once! He held you.”

“I told you, he tried to seduce me, but | didn't let him!”

“Neither did I!”

“Oh, so hewasjust getting something out of your eyefor you?’

“For fuck’ s sake, Alec!” He looked over &t Ilar, who was il Sitting in the water where he' d fallen.
Water streamed down hisface, and blood, too. llar was beaten, miserable, helpless. Pitiable.

Seregil staggered to hisfeet. “Hit me again. Harder.”

“Wha?’

“Please, tali. Once more.”

Alec gave him another doubtful 100k, and then dapped him, hard.

Ilar staggered up, looking at them like they’ d both gone mad, then edged around them to grab up his
discarded robe. “1 didn’t mean any harm, Alec,” he mumbled, trembling.

“Thehdll you didn’t! Y ou've been trying to cozy up to him from the start.” He turned accusing eyeson
Seregil. “Didyou let him?’

Alec might just aswell have hit him again. Seregil yanked on his discarded coat and stalked back up
the hill to their camp, not trusting himself to answer. He wasn't sure whom he was most angry with.

Probably himsdf.

Alec leveled the point of hissword at Ilar’ sthroat. “ First me at the house, and now this? Leave him
aone, damnyou!”

“Pleasedon’t! You promised,” llar begged, as hislegs gave out under him.

“Don’'t tempt me.” Disgusted, Alec sheathed hissword. “Y ou put adave collar on him, but he saved
you anyway. Why are you making trouble now?’

[lar hugged his kneesto his chest, rocking back and forth alittle. Eyes downcast, he whispered, “I
wasn't dwayslikethis. All these years of being one master’ s possession after another...1 can't expect
you to understand, or him. | wasjust ‘Khenir’ for so long.”

“Y hakobin didn’t give you that name?’

“Of course not. When the davers asked me what my namewas, | just said thefirst onethat cameinto
my head, so as not to shame my clan any morethan | dready had.”

Asmuch as he hated to admit it, Alec suspected llar wastelling him at least apartia truth. “How did
you become adavein thefirst place?’

“When | failed, al those years ago, Ulan i Sathil had to make certain that the truth of hisrolein al that
never came out. So he had me caught and sold.”

Alec snorted. “Because the Aurénfaie don’t like to kill each other?’

“Scoff al you like. He couldn’t very well declare teth’ sag on my clan and me. And he couldn’t risk the
Haman claiming their right to it, in case | talked. If he'd had mekilled, it would have been murder and set
hisclan a oddswith mine and their dlies.” He was shivering harder now. “Besdes, thisismoreof a
punishment, isn't it?”



“And you wanted to punish Seregil, too.”

“When | overheard one of I1ban’ s visitors speak of you and Seregil afew years ago, something
happened...” He paused, gaze fixed on hismuddy feet. “Some part of me came back to life. | wanted
revenge. | couldn’t think of anything else. And Ilban trusted me enough to look into the matter, once he
heard the clams about your mixed blood.” He looked up, a bit of spirit coming back into hiseyes.
“Seregil isright when he saysthat adl that’ s happened to you was my doing, but he bears some of the
respongbility.”

“Don't gart that again. | don’'t believeyou and | don’t care.”

[lar stood up dowly and pulled on his discarded cloak. “What' s stopping you from killing me now?’

Because | wouldn't let Seregil do it, and now he won't let me, Alec thought, resigned.

Ilar pressed his hand to his heart and gave him asmall bow. “Whatever your reason, | thank you. If
you only knew what it was like, seeing him again...But I'll take more care around him, | swear!”

“You'd better.”

Seregil had found Sebrahn squatting in the dappled shade under agnarled tree. His back wasto
Seregil but he turned as soon as he heard him gpproaching, long slvery hair swinging around his
shoulders. Seregil had given up cutting it as often. It was too disconcerting to seeit grow back.

Digtracted by the hair, it took Seregil amoment to notice that Sebrahn held a cup in both hands. The
rhekaro rose and offered it to him. A large blue lotusfilled the cup. “What' sthat for?’

Sebrahn pointed at Seregil’ s bruised face. “Oh that? It's”

There was a degp gash in Sebrahn’ sforearm. The strange pale blood was till flowing, and atrail of
dark spotsin the dust led back to the open bundle, and the knife beside it.

“How did you know?" Seregil muttered. “ And what have you done to yourself? | don’t need that.”

He scooped the wet flower from the cup and pressed it to Sebrahn’ swound. It evaporated likeamist
between hisfingers, but the gash remained open and bleeding.

“You can't hea yoursdf?" Seregil’ s hands were covered in that strange blood now. It was cool and
dick and unpleasant on his skin, yet he couldn’t help fedling pity for the rhekaro. What sort of lifewas
Sebrahn supposed to have, made as he was?

The rhekaro walked unsteadily back toward the fallen cup, perhaps intending to make another healing
flower for Seregil, but he wobbled and fell before he could reach it.

“Alec, come quick!” Seregil shouted, forgetting caution for adangerous moment. Going to Sebrahn,
he tried to staunch the wound with arag from the bundle. Sebrahn was limp and dumped over on his
Sde, eyes hdf-closed.

“What isit?" Alec asked, dashing through the trees toward him, sword drawn.

Seregil gathered thelittle body into hisarms. “He s hurt himsdlf. | think he needsyou.”

Alec kndt and examined the wound. “He did thishimsaf?”

“Alec, | wouldn't...”

Alec gave him abrief amile. “1 know that. | just didn’t think he could-never mind. Give me that knife,
quick.”

Alec diced hisown finger deeply and let his blood flow between Sebrahn’ s parted lips.

For along moment nothing happened. Red blood trickled from the dack mouth, streaking the pale
chin, which looked even whiter than normal. Then those pale lashes fluttered and the tip of agrey tongue
appeared, lapping like akitten at the blood.

“Watch hisarm,” Alec told him.

As Seregil watched, the skin closed itself, sedling into athin white scar like the ones on Sebrahn’s
fingersand wrigt.

Therhekaro' s eyes were open now, and he was sucking harder at Alec’ sfinger.

“Maybe you should give him extra. He fainted, or something, just from what little blood he logt.”

“Wedon't know what alot or alittleisto him.” Alec cradled Sebrahn’s head in one hand. “Poor little
thing. Maybe |’ ve been starving him.”

Thistime Alec let Sebrahn drink aslong as he wanted. He' d dwaysfet a strange pull inside when he
fed him, but it was much stronger now, like when Y hakobin had Alec feed the first rhekaro after one of



the alchemist’ s cruder explorations. He was shivering by the time Seregil reached over and pulled Alec’s
hand away.

“No more, tali. Y ou’ ve gone pale, yoursdlf.”

“| fed alittle shaky,” he admitted. “But look!”

For thefirst time, the rhekaro’ s face and the quick of his nails showed the faintest tinge of pink. His
eyeswere darker silver now, too, amost the color of sted.

Seregil cupped Alec’ s chin and inspected him closely. “Y ou look different, too. More like your old
df

“It' slike he' s pulling the Hazadriéfaie out of me,” Alec whispered, hugging himsalf and shivering
harder.

Seregil fetched the water skin and made Alec drink, then sat behind him and pulled Alec against his
chest to warm him. Sebrahn climbed into Alec’slap and cuddled againgt him.

Alec hugged the rhekaro close. “He doesn't fedl quite so cold now.”

Seregil wound astrand of silvery hair around onefinger. “I wish you could talk, little one. There's
more to you than meetsthe eye, and I’ d be alot happier if | knew what it was.”

“Maybe there smorellar hasn't told us,” said Alec.

“Maybe.” Seregil rested his unbruised cheek againgt the side of Alec’s head.

Herelaxed back against him, glad for amoment of peace. Any anger he' d felt toward Seregil was
gone. They weredl in amiserable Stuation.

“What was dl that shouting?’

“I just told llar to stay away from you.”

“Y ou threstened him.”

“I just told him to leave you done.”

“Good.”

Alecturned to look a him. “Y ou redly mean that?’

“Ah, Alec.”

“I was't theone calling him *friend.””

“I loved him once. Y ou know that. And then | hated him.”

“And now you pity him.”

“I wish | didn’t. But | swear to you, tali, you have no reason to be jealous.”

“I’'m not jedous of him!”

Seregil smiled sadly. “Just as1’m not jealous of Sebrahn?’

“You don’'t-Wait, whereisllar?’

“I'm here” The man joined them and crouched beside thefire, chaffing his hands over the flames.

“I heard what you said before,” hetold them dully. “I’ ve told you everything | know about the
rhekaro. | don't careif you believe me or not. It' s the truth. What reason would | haveto lie now? Y ou
wereright, Alec. It sonly because of you two I'm dive, and I’'m grateful for that. Just take me out of this
cursed country. After that, I'll fend for mysdf.”

Alec watched him closdly through thislittle speech, dert for any fase notes. But dl hesaw inllar’'s
red-rimmed eyes was resignation, and-when he spoke of going off on his own-fear.

By sundown everyone was warm, dry, and somewhat rested. Alec had managed to deep again with
Sebrahn safely beside him. He woke smiling from adream of Seregil’ slong fingers caressing the nape of
his neck, but the moment didn’t last. llar had interrupted them before they could really settle anything
between them and now Seregil sat on the far side of thefire, looking sad. He looked away quickly when
he redlized Alec was awake.

Miserable, Alec sat up to feed Sebrahn. “Do you think we can reach the coast tonight?’

“If not tonight, then tomorrow for certain,” Seregil said as he parceled out the last of the rabbit meat
and an applefor each of them.

Alec ae his portion very dowly, aware of the silence underlying the words. He wanted to grab Seregil,
tell him he understood that dl Seregil felt for Ilar was pity, but the words backed up in histhroat as Alec
pictured the two of them there by the stream.



He did trust Seregil! So why couldn’'t he let go of this?

“Maybe | can find us some rabhbits here. It' s better country for it,” he offered, hoping to get a
response, but histalimeniosjust stared into thefire, asif he knew Alec' sthoughts.

“Better that than snake,” llar remarked with aweak smile.

“Too cold for snakesnow,” Seregil told him, rising to hisfeet. “We' re morelikdy to find avillage, or
at least adecent farm. Hunger alway's sharpens my thievery skills”

As soon asit was dark, they cleaned up their camp, then took off their boots and walked down the
streambed asfar asthey could bear, feet going numb in theicy water.

When Seregil judged they’ d gone far enough to confuse thetrail, they struck north and east for awhile
to finishthe job. It lost them miles and time, but hopefully any pursuers wouldn't comelooking in this
direction.

Asthe night dragged on, Seregil’ s silence continued. His past had come between them again like an
unwel come shadow and now he was a dark, driven shape in the dark beside Alec and the bond was
Slent.

They stopped afew timesto rest and feed Sebrahn. Perhaps the rhekaro picked up on the tension
between them, for as soon ashewas et out of his ding, he settled close againgt Alec' s side and wouldn't
be moved. When Seregil offered to carry him, he clung to Alec likeasquirrd.

Before Alec could say anything, Seregil turned and strode off again, setting abrisk pace.

Almost asif he’ strying to run away from something, Alec reflected sadly. And knowing Seregil
ashedid, he probably was, if only from his own fedings.

CHAPTER 44

TheParting

SEREGIL DIDN'T MEAN to shut Alec out; hejust didn’t know what to say.

Asthe night waned, the way grew more barren rather than less, with no signs of habitation, and
everyone s concentration was taken up with not breaking an ankle or faling into ahole. By dawn their
food was gone, and the water skin wasjust haf-full. Alec took hishunting ding and left an unwilling
Sebrahn with the others.

Hunkered down in adry gully, Seregil settled with his back to arock-well away from llar, even though
Alec wasn't there to see-and regarded the restless rhekaro with some concern. “1 thought we were
beginning to get dong, you and 17?7’

Sebrahn sguatted where Alec had left him, eyeing them both with apparent wariness.

“He svery attached to Alec, isn't he?’ llar remarked. “How are you going to manage, back in
Skda?’

“I have no idea.”

“Perhaps he could be of some use to your queen?’

Not in the mood for conversation, particularly that one, he tried to ignore the man, but it seemed Ilar
needed to talk.

“Youand Alec...Areyou sill angry with each other?”

Seregil rested his head againgt the rock behind him. “I’'m not mad at him. He' syoung. It's hard for
him, thinking of me having others before him. Especidly you.”

“I could talk to him.”

“Don't.”

“Then you should.”

Seregil gave him ameaningful glare. “Keep on likethat and I'll drop arock on your head while you
deep.”

After that, llar kept his thoughts to himself.



When Alec returned empty-handed, they set off again, looking for better cover. There weren’t even
rocks large enough to shelter under, much lesstrees.

“No wonder the Plenimarans are ways trying to take someone el'se' sland,” Alec muttered, shading
his eyes as he scanned the distance.

“I hear it'slikethisdl the way-"

“Oh hdl!” Alec was staring hard at something in the distance ahead of them.

There, not amile away, along plume of dust traced atrgjectory in their direction, straight asa
bowshot. Seregil had been expecting thisfor so long, it was dmost ardief. “Could be nothing, just
traders or something. All the same- run!”

“Runwhere?’ llar cried.

Seregil knew there was no point in going back the way they’ d come, so he struck out west. “ Just keep
going. Maybewe Il find something.”

But they didn’t and now they could make out the shapes of horses, coming on at agdlop, and hear the
distant baying of hounds,

Seregil cocked his head, listening. “1 guessthey do keep dogs, after al.”

“Bad luck...tokill...adog,” llar panted.

“I'll risk it. Sounds like they’ ve got a scent.”

“It took them long enough,” Alec muttered, holding Sebrahn’ slegs to keep the rhekaro from falling out
of theding asheran.

They ranfor dl they were worth, but it was no use. Within minutes, Seregil looked back over his
shoulder and saw apack of riders following the hounds and heard the sound of a hunting horn.

“We might aswell save our strength,” said Alec, stopping to watch their pursuers.

“What areyou saying?’ llar quavered. “If they catch us...”

Seregil cast alonging look south. In the distance, the dark blue ocean mocked him, hopelessy beyond
reach. He could even make out the tiny white specks of sails on the water.

“Alec...” Thiswasno timefor long speeches and explanations. He grabbed Alec and kissed him; thelr
cracked lipstasted of dust and salt. Sebrahn, till in hisding, touched Seregil’ s cheek with hiscold little
fingers, dmogt asif he could fed the sorrow between them.

Alec buried ahand in Seregil’ s hair and rested hisforehead againgt his. “I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry for. No oneistaking us.” Seregil drew hissword. “Give llar your knife. We
gand and fight.”

Alec tried to hand Ilar hisknife, but the man backed away.

“No!” The color had drained from Ilar’ sface, and Seregil recognized the samelook of terror and
despair he’' d seen in Rhania sface, just before she drove aknife into her own heart. Before Seregil could
stop him, Ilar turned and ran, away from the oncoming riders and away from them.

“Let himgo,” said Alec, though Seregil had made no moveto follow. “Hewon't be any help.”

“| suppose not.”

Alec put Sebrahn down and stepped in front of him. “ Stay there.” The rhekaro whimpered and
clutched at the back of his coat.

“I think you were right, about the oracleand all,” Seregil said, shaking his head.

“Thanksfor that, tali.”

“Better late than never, | guess.”

The dogs reached them first, sx huge mastiffs. Their hackles were up and their heads low.

“Dothedog thing,” Alec muttered.

Seregil fixed as many of them with his gaze as he could and performed the spell. “ Soorathdass!”

Two of the dogs relaxed, tongues out and tails wagging.

Seregil quickly did it again, and athird time, then sent them running north.

That was certainly going to help, but asthe riders closed in on them, Seregil counted at |east twenty
men, with Y hakobinin the lead. At least half of them were archers. “I sure missthat bow of yoursright
now.
“Me, too. | could have pared down the numbers.” Alec paused. “It's me he wants, and Sebrahn.”



“Don’t even think it. If we go down, we go down together.”

Alec grinned bravely, but his eyeswere sad. “Kari dways said you' d get mekilled. At least we can
find the Gate together.”

“We're not dead yet.”

Y hakobin and his men reined in afew dozen yards off and fanned out to surround them.

“Master, Khenir is getting away,” one of them said to Y hakobin. Ilar was aready far off, and
dwindling from sight.

“I'll attend to him later.” The dchemist rested his gloved hands on the pomme of his saddle and raised
an eyebrow at Seregil. “ Y ou' ve taken what belongsto me.”

Seregil raised thetip of hissword, deadly cadm now. “I could say the same.”

“Say what you like. You'll be dog’s meat soon.” Turning his attention to Alec, hesaid, “Y ou have
stolen from me, too, Alec, and run away, but | am prepared to be somewhat merciful. Drop your sword
and bring the rhekaro to me.”

“Kissmy ass, Illban!”

Y hakobin smiled. “1 believe those were the first words you spoke to me. | promise you, you'll regret
them.” Heraised his hand. The two archers beside him raised their bows and took aim.

At Seregil.

Thingswent very clear and shining, the way they often did inacriss. Seregil could see the sharp edges
of the stedl broadheads, and count the vanes on the shafts. He could hear the creak of the bowstrings
and therewas no timeto run...

Something struck him from the side, hard, and he fell. He' d been hit by an arrow before; it didn't fed
likethis. Before he could figureit out, however, Alec came down on top of him, knocking thewind out of
him.

Seregil pushed a him, trying to get up, but he didn’'t move. “Alec?’

Hewasfar too limp, and too silent. Seregil pushed himsdf up on hiselbows. Alec lay faceup, ams ill
thrown wide to protect Seregil, with two arrows protruding from his chest-one near his heart, the other
just below histhroat.

Mortal wounds.

A faint gurgling sound came from hislips as blood welled there and ran down his chin. Hiseyeswere
open and dready fixed, reflecting the lowering grey ky.

Hewas dying.

Alec was dying, and not even Sebrahn could help him now.

With aragged scream of pure rage, Seregil scrambled to hisfeet, gripped his sword in both bloody
hands, and ran to meet his own desath.

Kari waslifting thelid from akettle when aterrible chill rolled over her. She dropped the lid witha
clatter and sank down on the settle.

“What’ swrong?’ Illia cried, knedling beside her and wrapping her arms around her mother to keep
her fromfdling. “ Areyou sck?’

“No,” Kari said faintly, pressng ahand to her brow. It was wet with cold sweat that hadn’t been there
amoment before. “1 don’t know. A goose must have stepped on my grave-” She’ d meant it lightly, but
suddenly she was clutching her daughter to her breast and sobbing. “ Oh my heart! Something...Where
arethe children? Arethey safe”’

“They’'reintheyard, Mama. Please, don’t cry! They're safe, | promise. There, you can seethem
through the doorway.”

Gherin and L uthas heard the commotion and ran to her, terrified.

“Mama, what isit?’ Gherin wailed, burying hisfacein her Kirts.

Kari gathered both little boys into her armswith Illia, but the grief was just as strong. Oh blessed
Dalna, please! Not when he's so far from home!

In the deepest recesses of the caverns beneath the Temple at Sarikai, the Dragon Oracle laughed.

Beyond the peaks called Ravensfdll by the Tir, adark-eyed haf-breed woke in her hut with tearson
her cheeks.



The Plenimaran coastline was a dark line on the horizon sght. Micum wastoo restlessto st till now,
and divided his time between pacing the deck and standing watch at the forward rall. It seemed that no
matter how the hours passed, the land remained asfar away as ever. Their captain promised that he'd
have them ashore somewhere near Riga by midnight, but the winds were changing and Micum could tell
that he and the mate were worried.

And once we get there, where to start? Micum wondered, admitting to himsdlf &t last what he could
never say to Thero.

Just then the wind went colder and the hair stood up on the back of hisneck. Turning dowly, he
gripped therail in one hand to keep from staggering. “Oh lllior, no!”

Chilled and discouraged, Thero had retired to their cabin to rest. Despite al his assurancesto Micum,
he knew it might be impossible to find them, even if they were able to get ashore. Every sighting had
faled. It was asif Alec was velled from sight. And Illior only knew what their reception a Rigawould be,
even with the Gedre traders to vouch for them.

Lying on the narrow bunk, he threw an arm across his eyes, hating thisfeding of helplessness. He
could only imagine Micum’ s agony; the look of disappointment in his eyes, every time Thero failed with
hismagic, haunted him. To lose Seregil and Alec like this, never knowing what had become of them...

To fail themlikethig!

Hesat up, blinking away tears. | can’'t give up. | won't!

Composing himsdlf cross-legged on the bunk, he closed his eyes and brought his hands up in thefigure
of seeing as he threw hismind’ s eye once moreinto flight toward Riga.

Give me some sign. Anything. Lightbearer, | beg you, guide my eye!

He held the spell until his head throbbed and his breath gave out, and then broke it, gasping, to find
blood streaming from his nosein twin rivulets. That had never happened before. He must be more
exhausted than he thought. In fact, he was shaking badly and felt chilled to the bone. And when had the
sun gone down? The room was so dim, and so cold!

Thero...

Startled, Thero looked around the little cabin. There was nowhere for anyoneto hide, yet the faint,
tremul ous whisper seemed to come from al around him.

Thero, help...

“Who areyou?’ he whispered.

Thero, can you hear ...

He knew that voice. Thero pressed his pams together, opening hismind’ seye again, but thistime
within the confines of the cabin.

It was astrong spell for such asmall space. Every detail of the tiny room appeared with razor-edged
clarity behind his closed lids, and therein front of him stood Alec.

Thero had seen only afew ghostsin hislife, and never one so clearly. No shredding, rippling shade,
this. Alec seemed dmost as solid aslife, except for the fact that Thero could see the faint outline of the
door through him, and the edge of the window. He was dressed in strange clothing, and his chest was
soaked with blood. Hislips were moving, but Thero couldn’t hear him now.

“Alec!” Thero'svoice broke but the spell held. “Please, let me hear you!”

Alec faded dmost out of sight, but hisvoice returned. Help him! Save Seregil and the child.

“Child? Where are they? Can you show me?’

Show you! Alec reached out and clutched Thero’ s spirit by the hand in a crushing grip and suddenly
they were flying, the seaand sky ablur around them, then the land under them. Not Riga. No, someplace
milesto the east and south.

| was looking in the wrong place all along! ... hurry!

Thero could see the coastline from here and far below, afew tiny specks of riders hemming something
in.

No, someone.

He could see Alec on the ground now, pitifully splayed in death, with arrowsin his body. He saw
Seregil running, sword in hand, at more men than he could hope to bring down aone. And someone e,



ablur of white, so indistinct, yet the sight of it sent ashudder through Thero’ svery soul.
What isthat? Even from here | can fedl it!

Alec s shade looked a him with such sad eyes, then hewasfdling, falling-

“Thero, look at me!”

Thero opened his eyesto find himself sprawled on the cabin floor with blood running down the back
of histhroat from the nosebleed. Micum was crouched over him.

“Alec!” Therewasno sign of the shade now. The degthly chill was gone and sunlight was streaming in
through the window.

“Y ou saw him, too?’ Micum was looking panicked now, something Thero had never seen before.

“I know where they are!” Thero told him, and burst into tears.

“Youfool!” Y hakobin shouted, not at Seregil but at the dave takers. “Kill him! Kill him now, but don’t
touch the rhekaro or I'll have your sking!”

Seregil felt the arrows that struck his thigh and shoulder with no more concern than if they’ d been gnat
bites. Histhroat hurt, too, and perhaps he was screaming. Some part of his mind was aware of other
shafts hissing around him, and the shouts of the men dismounting to stop him, but his vision had narrowed
to onelong dark tunndl and at theend of it al he could see was Y hakobin, sitting his horse with one hand
raised asif to fend off the certain death bearing down on him.

Two swordsmen dismounted to block his headlong rush. Seregil diced the head off the first onewith a
sngle swing and plunged his poniard into the chest of the other. Not caring if he was dead or not, Seregil
trampled him underfoot and kept on running.

The dchemigt tried to rein hismount aside, but Seregil sprang at him, dragging him from his horse.
Throwing Y hakobin to the ground, Seregil hacked off one upraised hand, then plunged the point of his
sword into the man’ sbelly and yanked it hard, spilling his guts on the ground in hisfury. He could see the
man’s mouth open, and guessed that he was screaming, but al he could hear now was asingle clesr,
ringing note, too pure and piercing to come from aliving throat.

Heturned dowly, still caught in anightmare. The rhekaro was standing over Alec' s body, his mouth
gtretched in aperfect O. The sound was coming from him, and mingling with it were the screams of the
dave takers and the cries of the horses asthey reared and bucked.

As Seregil watched, the remaining ridersfell from their saddles, screaming and bleeding from their eyes
and ears and noses. One by one they went sill and silent, and only when the last one was dead did the
rhekaro’s deadly song die away.

When it was done, Sebrahn collapsed across Alec’ s chest, and that pale grey little tongue flickered
out, lapping at the blood on Alec’ sthroat.

“Get away from him!” Seregil screamed. He staggered back to them, wrenching the arrows from his
flesh as he went. “Can’t you just leave him aone? Go suck the blood from your maker, you monster!”

Sebrahn looked up at him and Seregil saw that there were tears streaming down the rhekaro’ s cheeks.
Seregil pushed him aside. Faling to hisknees, he dragged Alec’slimp body into hisarms and felt
franticaly at Alec' sthroat and wridts.

But there was no pulse, or breath. Those beloved eyes had the fixed glaze Seregil had seen too often
in the faces of the dead. “No! Oh lllior, no, please! Alec!”

He shook him, and chafed his blood-soaked chest, knowing that it was useless, but unable to give up
yet.
Sebrahn pulled at Seregil’ s shoulder and he shoved the rhekaro away. Choking back a sob, he pulled
the arrows from Alec’ s chest. When Seregil pressed his hand to the wounds, bright blood oozed up
between hisfingers, but it was no longer flowing.

Only then did he notice the hot blood soaking the leg of his own trousers, and fed the pulsing wound
on hisinner thigh. Ah then, they’ ve finished me off after all. Small mercy.

Burying hisfacein Alec’ stangled, dirty hair, he broke down completely, not caring that they werein
the open, or about the carnage Sebrahn had wrought. He could fedl his own strength dipping away, and
welcomed it. He d have sat there with Alec like that until they were both food for the crows, if that damn
cresture hadn't kept tugging a his shoulder. Seregil tried to push him off, but Sebrahn smply wouldn't let



him be.

“What?" Seregil demanded, wearily raising his head. Sebrahn was il crying, and holding something
out in both bloodstained little hands, something he wanted Seregil to see.

It was another of those flowers, but this one was pure white with a golden center, and as clean asif it
had just been plucked from apure lake.

“I don't want your healing,” Seregil growled, dapping it away.

Sebrahn shoved him back with surprising force and dragged Alec from Seregil’ s lap onto the ground
between them. Hisslvery eyes burned with an inner light, and his tears glowed. Those pale lips moved,
forcing out ahoarse whisper. “ Ah-lek.”

Growing weaker by the moment, Seregil watched as Sebrahn leaned over Alec and let histearsfdl on
the wounds. Everywhere atear met blood, awhite lotus sorang up, one after the other until Alec’s chest
was covered in them, like apall. Then Sebrahn threw his head back and sang again.

Seregil thought that he would die then, like the others had, but he didn’t. Instead, the piercing sound
went on and on, until Seregil could fed the vibration of it in his bones and skull. One by one, the white
flowersturned to light and sank into Alec’ slifelessform. When the last of them disappeared, a
tremendous shudder went through the body and Alec coughed.

“Alec?’ Seregil gathered him into hisarms again as best he could, and held him while Alec coughed
and gagged, bringing up long black clots of congeaed blood. When he was done hewent limp in
Seregil’ sarms and stared up uncomprehendingly at him. The death glaze was gone; those eyes were
clear and blue and filled with congternation.

“I-" he wheezed, fighting for breeth. “1-”

“It'sdl right!” Seregil waslaughing and crying now, on theverge of hysteria. “Y ou wereright. Oh
[llior, you wereright! He saved you. Y our ‘ child of nowoman.” Y ou wereright dl aong!”

But Alec clutched Seregil’ sarm, and shook hishead. “1-1 chose- you.”

“Yes, you did!” Seregil bent to kissthose bloody lips, but agrey mist came between them and the
world did away. He smiled as he went, though, taking the sight of Alec’ sface with him into the darkness.

CHAPTER 45

Sorrowful Jour ney

THE GEDRE SHIP dipped into aremote southern inlet under the cover of night. Once again, Micum
and the wizard dipped ashore unnoticed, thistime with heavy hearts.

They brought along packhorses, and rode until dawn, guided by the stars and the vision Thero had
been given by Alec’ sghost. This country was only sparsely habited, and they steered clear of the few
villages and steadings they did see.

Micum prayed to the Four for Alec’s shadeto visit them again, but Thero could not seem to summon
him, though he tried severd times asthey stopped to rest the horses. There' d been no sign of Seregil’s
ghogt, ether, despite the dire vision. Micum clung grimly to the hope that he' d somehow survived. Seregil
awayshad, after dl, no matter how bad things got.

The sun rose over alondly, arid landscape like nothing Micum had ever seen. It was adead land, with
nothing greeninit. He could taste dust on the breeze, and the cold wind carried scents that reminded him
of templeincense. Far in the distance, the rising sun cast deep shadows across flat-topped cliffs. Apart
from afew duggish snakes, there seemed to be no life here at al.

At midmorning, Thero reined in dbruptly. “I have to do another sighting. Nothing looksthe same.” He
dismounted and sat cross-legged in the dirt with his crystal wand between his hands. * Put your hands on
my shoulders. | need your strength.”

Micum did as he asked and felt a strange sensation pass through him when Thero raised the wand and
pressed it to his own forehead. After amoment, however, the wizard got to hisfest.



Micum thought he saw the glimmer of tearsin the man'seyes. “What isit?’

“Almost there. That way.” Thero pointed alittle east of the way they’ d been going.

“What did you see?’

Thero wouldn’t ook at him as he climbed back into the saddle. “Nothing good.”

They finished their journey in slence. Every so often Micum would fed that strange tingle again, and
Thero would point thisway or that, correcting their course. Never once did he give any sgn that he'd
seen them dlive, and never once did Micum ask.

And 0 it was, when the sun was high and the bare white ground gave back the glare of it through the
dugt, that they made out the first dark specks circling in the sky ahead. Micum knew what they were.

“Thero-”

“| see,” camethe weary reply.

Asonethey kicked their swesting horsesinto afinal gallop and closed the distance. Cresting adight
rise, Micum could see vultures on the ground, shifting and flapping in a huge circle around something
there, feeding.

Herode at them, yelling to drive the carrion eaters off. They spread their black wings and retreated a
little, screeching a him.

There were bodies sprawled on the ground, at least a score. Some had their eyes pecked out aready,
and others had their guts spilled and torn. All had short black hair and beards, and Plenimaran clothing.

At least you took some of the bastards with you, Micum thought numbly, gentling hishorsewhen
she went skittish at the smdll. He dismounted and limped forward, scattering more of the birds away from
more and more bodies.

The Plenimaranslay scattered in awide circle. At its center, Seregil and Alec lay sde by side, hands
clasped between them even in deeth. A child sat dumped at their feet. Her long fair hair looked whitein
the midday glare. She was dressed in rags, and beside her lay an empty water skin. She had a dented
metal cup cradled in her hands and that was empty, too.

“The child,” Thero whispered. “ Alec said there was achild, but that’ s not what that is!”

Micum ignored him, and the child. As he approached hisfriends bodies, tears did unnoticed down his
cheeks.

They were gaunt and hollow-eyed. Dried black blood covered them both, skin and clothing aike, and
the white dust had settled over themin athin pal. Their hair was dull with it and their lipswere dry and
cracked. And yet they looked so peaceful, asif they’ d falen adeep together.

Thero sank down beside Alec and covered his eyes. Micum dropped to his knees beside Seregil and
took his hand. It was cold.

“Oh, my friend!” Micum began the grim business of looking for wounds. Lifting away the bloody codt,
he found more blood on Seregil’ s chest, but no sign of an open wound. As he moved to turn him, he was
amazed to fed the flesh beneath his hand move. Looking up, he found Seregil’ s eyes open alittle, clear
and grey and cam.

Micum was so startled he amost dropped him.

“Ah, hereyou are,” Seregil whispered, and those cracked lipstilted dightly into the old grin. “ Alec said
you' d come.”

“Alec?”

“Ohlllior, he' sdlive, too!” Thero pressed two fingers gently to Alec’ sthroat, then undung hiswater
skin and wet Alec' s parched lips as Micum did the samefor Seregil. “But how?1 saw his ghost!”

Seregil swalowed afew drops from the water skin, then raised one finger dightly, pointing to the child.
“Hedidit. Sebrahn.” Hiseyelids closed again, but hewas sill bresthing. And smiling.

Micum glanced up at the child again. It still looked like agirl to him, with dl that hair. Hiseyeswere
closed and he hadn’t moved, but Micum could see the long tracks of dried tears on the boy’ s pale dusty
cheeks. Micum reached out to see if he was breathing, but Thero grabbed his hand. “Don’t! That’'sno
child. Can't you see?’

“Seewhat?’

The child opened his eyes and Micum saw that they werethe color of sted. “What isit?’



“I don’t know.” Thero was squinting now, asif the child was giving off abright light that Micum
couldn’t see. “It has human form, but there' s something €l se showing just around the edges-And magic!
It' slikeastorm in him, but muted.”

Sebrahn, asit was called, whimpered and crawled dowly past Thero to stroke Alec’ s hair. The wizard
scuttled back away from it, wide-eyed.

Micum didn’t doubt Thero was seeing something he wasn't, but his heart went out to the child-like
thing dl the same. That was, until it lifted Alec’ sleft hand to his mouth and licked weekly at the dry blood
there.

“Bilary’sBdlg”

“It' sdl right,” Seregil rasped as his eyesfluttered open again. “He' sstarving. Eats...”

“Blood,” Thero finished for him, looking appalled.

“Alec’s. Jug alittle,” Seregil whispered as hiseyesdid shut again and hisvoicefailed. “ Please, help
him. Saved us. Save him...”

“You can't be serious,” gasped Thero.

“You heard him,” Micum said. “He sin no shapeto explain.” Hetook out hisknife and pulled Alec’'s
hand from Sebrahn’ s grip. The child was surprisngly strong, but gave up with another pitiful little
whimper when Micum gently inssted.

“Look at that.” Micum showed the wizard thetips of Alec’ sfingers, al stippled with small scabs. “I
guessthat’ s how they doit.” He nicked the least damaged finger and Sebrahn lunged forward, grabbing
Alec’ s hand and sucking franticaly on Alec sfinger.

Micum watched in mixed wonder and revulsion. “1 don’t suppose you could get word to Magyanato
send us one of those trand ocations of hers? 1 don’t know what Seregil meant when he said thislittle mite
saved them, but it can’t be much help to them anymore. We have to get them somewhere safe, and
quickly.”

“Trandocations don’t work that way, and even if they did, the shock of the magic would surdly kill
Seregil, wesk asheis, and probably Alec, aswell.”

Micum looked around, trying to ignore the loud sucking noises. “ There' sno shelter in sight. We'll have
to make do with the tarp for tonight. Can you do more of that healing on them?’

“I can, but | don’t know how much good it will do. They need adrysian.”

“Do what you can. And give them more water. The child, too.”

Micum left himto it and led the packhorses away from the carnage. Not far on he found adry gully
deep enough to hide the horses. He used the tarp they’ d brought to make a small lean-to, spread the
bedrolls, and rode back for the others.

Hefound Thero sill bent over their friends. The strange child hadn’t moved.

Thero had their dirty coats open and was inspecting their chests. “L ook herel” he exclaimed, pointing
to what was obvioudy afreshly heded arrow wound on Alec’s chest. “ Seregil claimed this happened
yesterday.”

“But that would have gone right through his heart, and alung, too.”

“I know. Seregil hasasimilar scar here under his shoulder, and one that went into the large artery in
histhigh.”

“Wecdl that a‘mankiller.” How in Bilairy’ s name did they survive, hdf-garved asthey are, much less
hed 7’

“Seregil kept ingsting that this-creature did it, though | can't get enough sense out of him to know
how, and it seemsto be mute.”

“Never mind. All that mattersis getting them to shelter.”

Handling the wounded men as carefully asthey could manage, they dung them each over asaddle.
They had some trouble with Sebrahn when they went to move Alec. The child clung to him and hissed at
Micum when hetried to pull him away. In the end, Thero had to hold him back until Micum could get
Alec on the horse, then lift the struggling, spitting child up onto the horse behind him. Oncethere, il
gripping the battered cup in one hand, he clutched the back of Alec’ s coat with the other.

“It'sdl right, little one,” Micum soothed, patting the child’' s skinny leg. “Y ou stay with him and we' |l be



safe soon.”

“I’'mtelling you, that’ sno child,” Thero warned.

“You heard what Seregil said. That’s enough for me.”

They led the horses toward the camp Micum had set up, going dowly so as hot to jostle their friends
too much. Even so, hafway there the child began to whimper and squirm. Then Seregil began to moan
and struggle weekly.

Micum pressed a hand firmly between his shoulders. “We re dmost there. Just alittle further.”

Seregil’ sface was turned away, but Micum heard him gasp out, “ So-undignified!”

“He sbleeding again!” Thero pointed out. “It'shisleg.”

L ooking back, Micum saw bright red splashesin the dust. He halted the horse and walked around to
the other Sde. Seregil’ sleft thigh was soaked. Feding carefully, he found the wound, then took off his
belt and tightened it above the wound. “We d better hurry.”

“Yes Alecisbleeding alittle from the mouth.”

The child grew more and more frantic as they went on, until Micum finaly had to pull him off and carry
him. He weighed dmost nothing, but struggled al the way, reaching out for Alec and crying out softly.

At the tent, he scrabbled about underfoot until Micum and Thero had the wounded men settled on the
bedrollsthey’ d brought. Seregil was unconscious, and Alec was in agony, coughing up bloody foam.

Micum put the child aside as gently as he could, but he perssted, tugging Micum’ swater skin from his
shoulder. Squatting between Seregil and Alec, hefilled his dented cup, then held out onelittle hand.

“What ishe doing?’ wondered Micum.

“Cut hisfinger,” Alec wheezed. “Now!”

Despite his doubts, Micum did as he asked. As he and Thero watched, the child held his cut finger
over the cup and something far too pale to be blood dripped into the water. There was afaint flash of
light, and then a beautiful, dark blue flower appeared. Sebrahn scooped it out and put it on Seregil’s
wound. It melted from sight, leaving a pleasant scent behind.

Micum reached down and felt the wound. “It’ s closed up again.”

The child made another flower and placed it on Alec’s chest wound. Alec was sill coughing blood,
but he managed to get his breath long enough to gasp out, “ That' s how-Flowers-hed.”

They watched in awe as Sebrahn repeated the procedure severd times and laid more flowers across
Alec’schest and Seregil’sleg.

After amoment Seregil came around. “’lec!”

Micum clasped hishand. “It’sdl right. HE sright here beside you. Y ou' re both safe.”

Alec took Seregil’s other hand. “Told you. They found us.”

Micum carefully undressed both of them and checked for more wounds. The one on theinside of
Seregil’ sthigh was closed, but the skin there looked fragile and thin. The arrow wounds on Alec’s chest
and throat had healed more completely, but the breath till rattled alittle in histhroat and bloody foam
seeped from the corner of his mouith.

Micum covered them both warmly and drew Thero outside.

“What do you think?’

Thewizard shook his head dowly, looking a bit dazed. “I don’t know what to think. I’ ve never seen
anything likethat.”

“But the child did heal them. He saved their lives.”

“Yes.” Yet Thero looked less than pleased. “I suppose we Il haveto stay here until they’ re stronger.”

“And pray no one e'se comes|ooking for them.”

“I can hide us. I'll obscurethiswhole gully if need be.”

“We should send word to Magyana and Korathan.”

“| did, while you were away setting this up. She advised me not to contact the prince yet. Shethinksit
would be dangerous to bring that-" He pointed into the lean-to, where Sebrahn was il crouched over
the deeping men, cup clagped in his paelittle hands. “To bring him to Skaauntil we know more about
what itis. And most especially not to the Oréska House. Every wizard in the place would fed it, as soon
asit got anywhere near them, and word of it would soon reach Phoria.”



“Y ou’ re saying we should keep thisfrom the queen?’

“She’ sno friend to wizards, or to magic. | don’'t know what she' d do with thisthing. However, I'm
more concerned with what it might do. Y ou saw those men back there. All dead, and not amark on
them. Can you imagineif this creature felt threatened in the heart of the city? No, we can’t risk it.
Magyanawill meet usin Gedre. The khirnari has offered us temporary sanctuary if Seregil can give his
word that it poses no danger.”

Micum shook his heed. “We both saw how thislittle fellow can hed. He saved their livesagain right in
front of us. But how could it kill al those men? It couldn’t protect itself!”

“Do you have a better explanation?’

“1 haven't looked yet, have |”?” He went to his horse and struggled up into the saddle. “ Keep asharp
eye out, and send me one of thoselittlelightsif you see anyone coming. | won't belong.”

Micum’sideaof not being gone long was different than Thero's. He was about to send a sighting out
for him when Micum rode back into camp, looking grim.

“What did you find?” Thero asked, helping him down from the horse.

Micum sat on alarge stone and stared down at his hands; they were smeared with dark blood. “There
are thirty-one men lying dead back there, and al but three don’t have a scratch on them, except that
they’ d bled from their eyesand ears.”

“And the other three?’

“One decapitated. One stabbed through the heart. The third one gutted and hacked to pieces.”

“Inthat vison with Alec, | saw Seregil running at the riderswith asword. | was sure | was seeing his
desth.”

“It should have been. But I’ d say he managed to kill those three. They were close together, and the
gutted one was dressed like anoble. Seregil must have cut the other two down to get to him. But the
others? Seregil didn’t do that, and neither did Alec.”

“Then you agree that whatever thisthing isit’s dangerous.”

“But it didn’t hurt us, not even when we pulled it away from Alec,” Micum pointed out.

They both turned and looked into the shelter, where the strange pa e creature was curled up between
the two men now, its silvery hair spread across both their chests.

Micum sighed and shook his head. “What have you two gotten yoursalvesinto thistime?’

CHAPTER 46

At Bay

THERO SAT WITH the two wounded men that night, while Micum kept watch at the head of the
gully. He' d cast ashdtering spell on the little tent to keep thewind and cold out. The hest of their bodies
made it comfortable ingde, and Thero was dozing when Alec started awake. Looking around in darm,
he found Seregil first and reached across Sebrahn to stroke his talimenios s degping face.

“He sheding,” Thero assured him quietly.

Alec stared up a him. “I thought it was a dream, seeing you on that ship.”

“No dream. Y ou cameto meand | saw you. It was you who guided us here.” A sudden tightnessin
his throat made the wizard pause amoment. “I thought you were dead, Alec. | thought | was seeing your
ghost. What happened?’

“Y hakobin came after uswith the dave takers. There were archers. They wereaiming at Seregil.” He
broke off, and Thero saw his hand tighten around Seregil’s. “ Are you sure he' sal right?’

“Yes Thisodd little friend of yoursis quite the hedler.”

“Theflowers. | was hit, and when | came around, he was putting them on Seregil.”

“He must have done quite a bit of that before we reached you, and he' sdone it afew more times
snce”



Alec let out along, wheezing Sigh of rdlief that turned into aragged cough. “I really thought we were
for the Gate thistime,” he whispered when he got his breath back. “Where are we?’

“Still in Plenimar, not far from where you and Seregil were-attacked. Can you tell me any more about
how you ended up in Plenimar in thefirg place?’

“Ambushed by davers on the road-somewhere.” Alec closed his eyes.

“We tracked you that far. And then they took you to Rigaand sold you, right?’

“Toan dchemist. Yhakobin.” His eyes stayed shut, but his breathing grew shallow and quick asmore
memories cameto him. “ Gave Seregil-to Ilar. | didn’t know-didn’'t know who Ilar was-Thought he was
friend-”

“Stop, Alec. Get your breath!” Thero urged, pressing ahand to Alec’ s brow with asmall spell to cam
him, then to his chest to heal what he could. When Alec’ s bregthing grew easier, he asked, “Whois
llar?

Alec shook hishead. “Long story. Ask Seregil, if he'll tell you.”

“All right. What about this cresture?’

Alec frowned up a him. “ Sebrahn. He' s named Sebrahn.” He coughed again and Thero helped him
takeagp from the water skin. “He'smy child...of no woman. "kobin made him.”

“That’ s enough, Alec. Stop now.”

But Alec was il struggling to talk through the coughing fit. “ A rhekaro-Mine! He can hedl.”

“So I've seen,” Thero murmured, adding abit to the spell to quiet him.

“He can do more than that,” Seregil rasped, opening hiseyes. “Y ou were dead, Alec. He brought you
back.”

Alec looked over at him, then up at Thero again. “ That’ simpossible. | wasjust hurt. Right?’

“1 know what death lookslike. | know what adead body fedslike...” Seregil’ svoice cracked. “Alec,
you died. Y ou saved my lifedoing it, and you died!”

“I’'m afraid that' s probably true, Alec,” Thero told him.

“Itis” Seregil wiped hiseyeson onebarearm. “They killed Alec. | killed Y hakobin. His archers shot
me. Then Sebrahn, he-He sang.”

“Sang?’ Alec touched the deeping creature’ s shoulder. “I don’t remember.”

Seregil let out aragged laugh. *Y ou were till dead then. He killed the rest of them with hissong. Then
he spoke your name, Alec, and he brought you back with histears.”

“Y hakobin used my tears-to make him.”

Thero patted his shoulder. “That’s enough for now. Seep, both of you. I’ d like to examine the
rhekaro.”

Alec' seyesflew open and he clutched a Thero'sarm. “Don’'t you hurt him!”

“I'won't, | promise” Thero held out his hand to the creature and forced asmile. “ Just come out by the
fire, won't you, so | can have a better look?’

Sebrahn looked to Alec, who gave Thero another warning look, then nodded. “1t’ s al right, Sebrahn.
Gowith Thero.”

Only then did the rhekaro let Thero lead him out into the firdlight. As soon as Thero stopped, Sebrahn
hunkered down and stared back into the lean-to where Alec lay.

Thero sat down beside him, letting himsdlf fed the weird energy coming off the rhekaro like hest. It
was obvious that the others did not see what Thero saw when they looked at this created thing. They dll
gpoke of achild and seemed to think he was helpless and fragile.

But Thero saw the jagged aura of scintillating white light that surrounded thet little body. It shifted and
danced like winter sky fire, asif it wastrying to take on some larger shape. Hesitant to attempt any direct
magic, Thero closed hiseyes and did asighting instead, but the image remained the same.

Despite everything he' d seen so far, however, he sensed no evil init, or any immediate threat. The
energy that surrounded it was strong, but at the same time felt somehow empty. If he hadn’t seen the
played, lifeless corpses il lying out there on the plain, he' d have guessed that Sebrahn was harmless.
Seregil spoke of asong, but Thero doubted that’ swhat it had redlly been.

He sat quietly with the creature until the rhekaro grew used to him and studied him in return. It was



unnerving, having those strange eyes watching him so intently. There was some degree of intelligence
there, but it was nothing human or 'faie.

He heard the crunch of footsteps nearby, and the rattle of falling pebbles.

“Hellointhe camp,” Micum called softly, letting Thero know it was him. He sat down by thefireand
looked at the two of them. “How are you getting along?’

“Fine, so far. Now that you' re here, though, | want to try something. Pour a cup of water, would you?
Set it down where Sebrahn can reach it.”

When Micum had done so, Thero stuck afinger into thefire and pressed it briefly against ahot cod.

Micum grabbed hiswrist and yanked his hand away from thefire. “What are you doing?’

“It'sdl right.” Gritting histeeth againgt the pain, Thero held the blistered finger out for Sebrahn to see.
“Will you hed me?’

The rhekaro looked around, then picked up asmadl sharp stone and used it to cut the end of its
forefinger. A drop of white blood oozed out and fell into the cup, making another dark flower. He
scooped it out and pressed it to Thero’ s burn. As soon asit touched him, the wizard felt awonderful
coolness. The magica flower disgppeared like mist againgt his skin, leaving that same sweet fragrance on
the air. The burn was completely healed, except for abit of shiny skin whereit had been. Thero
ingpected it closdly. “ Amazing. And Seregil claims he brought Alec back from the dead with histears.”

“Doyou beieve him?’

Thero gazed at the rhekaro, watching the nimbus of light around it shift and swirl. “Yes, | do.”

Micum lifted the rhekaro into hislap and wrapped a clean bit of rag around its cut finger. “Thank you,
little one, whatever you are, for heping my friends.”

Sebrahn gazed up into Micum’ sface for amoment, then curled up againgt his broad chest and closed
itsglver eyes. Micum cradled it gently, stroking itslong hair asif it was one of his own children.

Thero stared into the fire for along time, absently rubbing athumb over the hedled burn.

Micum and Thero kept watch by turns over the next two days and watched their friends grow stronger
faster than they had any business doing. Alec fed the rhekaro severa times aday, and now and then it
would insst on making another of itsflowersfor him or Seregil.

During that time Micum had the story from both of them, and more than once, trying to piece together
the series of events.

“ S0 because you' ve got the northern’ faie blood in you, you were the only one this alchemist could use
to make these rhekaro things?’ asked Micum.

“That’swhat Y hakobin said,” Alec replied, huddled in his blankets by the firewtih Seregil.

“Ilar told methe same,” Seregil told them.

“And what about him? It sounds like he had ahand in dl this, too, but I’ ve never heard you speak of
anyone by that name before.”

“I don’'t gpeak of him,” Seregil muttered, looking away.

Alec caught Micum’s eye and shook his head dightly.

Now that they were stronger and dert, Thero told them what they’ d learned in Virésse of Ulan i
Sathil’ srolein their kidnapping.

“Not Phoria?’ asked Seregil, looking more disappointed than surprised.

“Soitwould seem.”

“Well, | don't suppose he has any great love for me, considering. And he knows that since I’ ve been
cut off from my own people, they have no standing to take revenge against him for it. How much did you
tell my sgter, Thero?’

“Only that you and Alec have been found, and that you' re safe.”

Seregil glanced around the gully and gave him awry look. “I don't call thissafe. Y hakobinisan
important man, and claimed he was making the rhekaros for the Overlord himself. Sooner or later,
someone eseisgoing to comelooking for us”

Unfortunately, Seregil was soon proven right.

Thero was a the edge of the gully the following morning, watching the vultures circle, when he caught
the distant jingle of harness and the muffled thud of galloping hooves. He sent out awizard eye and



discovered twoscore or more riders coming from the north, making straight for where they lay hidden. As
they came closer, he saw for certain that they were soldiers, and that several men dressed in black were
leading them. One of them drew Thero’ s attention more than the others; even through the spell he could
fed the cold, nasty energy of anecromancer.

He hurried back to the lean-to and smothered their smal cooking fire with aspell.

“What' sgoing on?’ asked Micum. Seregil crawled to the front of the lean-to, poniard in hand.

“Soldiers,” Thero told them.

“How many?’

“Too many.” Thero drew hiswand and reinforced the obscuration spell hel d woven over the gully. To
anyone outsdeit would look like level ground. “We should be safe unless someone accidentdly fals
down here.” Or unlesstheir necromancer notices my magic, he thought, but chose not to worry the
othersfor now. Seregil probably knew, anyway.

Alecjoined Seregil a the mouth of the tent, one arm around Sebrahn, the other hand grasping his
black dagger.

“Neither of you is strong enough to fight yet,” Micum warned.

“We renot going to just Sit here and let them take us,” Seregil replied. Hiseyesand Alec’ swere
haunted and dark with purpose.

“No one staking you,” Micum promised. “ Stay here and save your strength until it’s needed.”

“Wait!” Alec pushed the rhekaro forward. “ Go with them, Sebrahn. Protect my friends.”

The rhekaro went at onceto Micum’sside.

“I'll take all thehelp | can get,” Micum said, shouldering his bow and taking Sebrahn’slittlehand in
his

Thero followed Micum back to the lip of the gully and watched the search begin.

“They have anecromancer with them.”

“I’d bemore surprised if they didn’t.”

Some men dismounted to inspect what remained of the corpses while others, trackers most likely,
fanned out in al directions. Micum had covered their tracks, but they still held their bresth as several men
darted in their direction.

Micum reached for his quiver, but Thero stopped him. Then, forking two fingers at the men, he
whispered aspell. A moment later, they wandered off in the opposite direction.

“What did you do?” whispered Micum.

“Just planted athought or two. They’ll report that there' s nothing of interest in thisdirection.”

The ruse seemed to have done the trick, until adarkly clad figure broke from the group and strode in
their direction, accompanied by severd swordsmen. It was the necromancer, and he knew they were
there. Thero could fedl the man’s mocking gaze on him aready. “It' stherhekaro. It' slike abeacon to
him! My magic can't hideit. Stay down.”

Thero stood and cupped hishand in front of him. He spoke the spell for thunder and released it,
feding the magic leave hisbody in agrest rush as ashock wave madethe air in front of himripplelike
water.

The spdll struck down the siwordsmen, but the necromancer was still standing, coat whipping around
hislegs

“Oréskal” hecdled out. “Isthat the best you have for me?’

Micum drew hisbow and let fly. The arrow sped true, but shattered before it could find its mark.

“Savethose for the soldiers. Thison€ stoo powerful,” Thero snapped. He took a deep breath and
summoned afire spell. Thisonetook an even greater toll; he would not be able to keep this up much
longer, but he didn’'t have much choice at this point. At hiscommand, awall of fireroared out, scorching
abroad swath of ground asit went. This one was more far-reaching and was greeted with screams of
pain and the terrified cries of horses,

But still more men came on, and the necromancer with them, flicking tongues of flame from his
fingertips. He was close enough for Thero to see that he was grinning as he pointed a hand at the ground
besdehim.



A huge, dark, misshapen form rose from the blackened earth, like awaking nightmare. It had the body
of ahuge boar, but aman’sface with jutting tusks, twisted in agony.

“What in Bilairy’ snameisthat?’ gasped Micum.

“I have no idea, but it'sbad,” Thero whispered, terrified. Behind the necromancer, more armed men
ran forward over the bodies of their fallen comrades.

“I make that about forty men,” Seregil gasped, one arm around Alec asthey staggered up to join
them, dtill clutching their knives. “I say we split’em, and leave the ugly pig for Thero.”

Micum caught them as Seregil stumbled. “Y ou damn fools!”

Alec sank to his knees, one hand pressed to his chest, but grinning. “Might aswell die here asthere.”

“Suit yourselves.” Micum drew his bow again and concentrated on bringing down as many soldiersas
he could. Their archers were shooting back now.

The necromancer gave some command and the nightmarish creature bore down on them.

“Tell meyou can stop that,” Seregil demanded.

Thero raised both hands, clutching hiswand, and shouted the strongest protection spell he knew.
Throwing out every last ounce of power he possessed, he imagined alimitless stonewall and projected it
at the creature.

It didn’'t even dow down. Legping into the air, it came down on them like a storm, knocking Micum
and Thero backward down the gully. As Thero threw up hisarms, trying to ward off the fetid darkness
closing in around him, he caught aflash of white againgt the sky overhead, and suddenly the air wasfilled
with asingle crysta note. It made his skull throb and his teeth ache, but he hardly noticed as he watched
the mongter halt, then throw back its hideous head and dissolve in acloud of stench and flies.

Micum was on hisfeet again, bleeding from several wounds and shouting something that Thero could
not hear over the continuous deafening sound. He was pointing up at the edge of the gully.

Seregil and Alec lay sprawled halfway down the dope, bodies tumbled together by the force of the
monster’ s charge. But Sebrahn stood facing the enemy for them, singing that one clear note ashis
slver-white hair coiled wildly about his head.

Micum grabbed Thero by the shoulder and together they scrambled up to help the others. The
rhekaro’s song ended just as they reached Seregil and silence covered them like snow.

Micum dropped to his knees beside their comrades, but Thero took Alec’ sfallen dagger and climbed
up to see what Sebrahn had done.

Every man lay dead, and foremost among them was the necromancer. Thero approached him dowly
to make sure.

The man lay on his back, wide-open eyesreflecting the vultures that were dready heading thisway.
Blood had burst from his ears, nose, eyes, and mouth, just as Micum had described. Thero nudged him
with hisfoot, but the body was limp and empty, its power gone.

Satisfied, he went back to the others. Seregil was|eaning againgt Micum’ s shoulder. Alec sat holding
therhekaro. It lay limply in hisarmswith its eyes shut. Its skin had gone from paleto grey, and it had a
frail, starved look about it. Its closed eyes were deeply sunk in their sockets, and itsarms and legs
looked thinner than ever. Thero could hardly see the aurathat had been so strong before.

“Heused himsdlf up.” Alec pricked hisfinger and let afew dropsfall between the rhekaro’ slips, then
gave Seregil aworried look when it didn’t respond.

“Ishe dead?’ asked Micum.

“Hard to tdll,” Seregil murmured.

“It'snot,” Thero said. Thelittle edge of light around the rhekaro grew brighter asit fed on Alec's
blood.

Seregil turned and surveyed the scattered dead. “ They didn’t know.”

“Know what?’

“What Sebrahn can do. Not any of them. Y hakobin would never have charged blindly at usthe way
he did if he’ d suspected what might happen, or this necromancer, either. They knew we had him, but
they didn’t fear him.”

Alec let out asmdl sigh of relief as Sebrahn stirred. *Y hakobin kept saying the ones he made were



falures”

“There are others?’ asked Thero.

“One, and he destroyed it, trying to figure it out. He was looking for something ese. llar said
something about a poison, but he was probably lying.”

And there was that name again. “What else did he say, about it being wrong?’ asked Thero.

Alec though amoment, stroking Sebrahn’ swan cheek with his thumb as the thing continued to feed.
“When the first one was made, Y hakobin was concerned that it didn’t have wings.”

“Wings?’

“Never mind that,” said Seregil. “ Two groups have found us, so there' s no reason to think therewon’t
be others. We need to get to that boat of yours, and fast.”

“I canride,” said Alec, though he was gtill the weaker of the two.

Thero looked back at the fallen soldiers again, then down at the exhausted creature curled in Alec’s
lap. “We couldn’t hold off another attack like that one.”

“Then comeon!” Seregil struggled up to hisfeet and clutched at Micum’ s shoulder to steady himself.
“Someonetie me onto ahorse.”

CHAPTER 47

Sanctuary

THEY WAITED UNTIL nightfal to leavethe gully. A cold haf-moon silvered the scudding clouds
and made the frosty ground sparkle.

Seregil hadn’t been joking about being tied to his horse. His wounds and Alec’ s were healing, thanks
to Sebrahn, but the flesh was il fragile. He il tired quickly, but Alec was criticaly weak, and rode
doublewith Micum, tied in place againgt the man’ s back. Sebrahn hung in hisging on Thero’sback. The
rhekaro had not woken up since the battle, though he had taken nourishment severd timesin hisdeep.

They reached the desolate bay just before dawn asrain rolled in off the water. Thero had sent word
ahead to the captain, and they found apair of lookouts from the Gedre ship waiting for themin the
bushes above the shingle.

When everyone was safely aboard at last, Seregil finaly collapsed, and woke up sometime later,
tucked into anarrow bunk in asmall cabin. Another bunk was built into the opposite wal and he could
just make out Alec's pae braid and along hank of Sebrahn’s sllvery hair above the blankets.

Every joint and muscle protested as Seregil went to them and dipped in behind Alec, wrapping an arm
around both of them.

Alec gave him adeepy amile over hisshoulder. “Thereyou are, tdi.”

“Herel am, tai. Y ou do know that Sebrahn is going to haveto learn to deep in abed of hisown?’

Alec wasn't amused. “I’m worried about him. He' sso ill.”

“He'smade from magic, Alec, and he' sused alot of it, helping us.”

“Y ou think he can use himsdf up?’

“1 don't know. He probably just needs more rest.”

Alec found Seregil’ shand and grasped it tightly. “You' reredly dl right with me keeping him?’

Seregil kissed the back of Alec’s head, glad that the thick braid had been spared after al. “1 owe him
my life, and yours. Whatever heredlly is, he stayswith us. Y ou have my word.”

Helistened as Alec’ s breath dowly evened out, but found he wasn't deepy anymore. He stayed
where he was, thankful that they were findly safe enough for him to savor the feding of Alec’s body,
whole and alive, pressed close to his. His hand rested on Sebrahn’ s shoulder. The rhekaro’ s skin felt
colder than usua, and had since it faced down the demon cresture.

After alittle while, however, Sebrahn sat up, the blanket dipping from his narrow shoulders. The
bones of his chest and shoulders stood out in harsh relief under hiswhite skin. He regarded Seregil for a



long moment, then touched Alec’ s cheek and whispered in hisfaint, scratchy little voice, “Ah-lek.”

“He sdegping,” Seregil whispered.

“Sleeeee- ping.”

“Yes, that'sright.” Seregil blinked up at him, wondering if it was only hisimagination that Sebrahn
looked somehow moreredl, more 'faie.

They reached Gedre without incident other than bad weather. Sebrahn did not speak again, not even
to Alec.

Asthey sailed into port in the rain, Seregil was glad to see Magyanaand hissisters, Adzriel and
Mydri, waiting there with the khirnari to meet them.

“Ohmy dear boyd” Adzrid exclamed, kissing first Seregil, then Alec. “And you, aswell.” She amiled
at Thero and Micum. Y ou have the thanks of my clan for bringing them back. Come, let’ sget you in out
of thewesather.”

Alec was il alittle unsteady, so it was Micum who carried Sebrahn off the ship, closdy muffledina
cloak.

Seregil stayed closeto Alec. Thero and Magyana hung back, talking quietly.

Riagil had sent acarriage for them and soon had them all safely behind closed doors in the clan house.

Thero nodded to Alec. “It’ stime to show them.”

As Alec unwrapped Sebrahn and smoothed histouded hair, Magyana said nothing but regarded the
rhekaro for along timein silence.

“He can hedl 7’ she asked &t last.

Alecfilled acup with water and showed her the trick. Shelifted the blue flower from the water and
smelled it, then set it aside without comment. Taking the rhekaro’ s hand in hers, she stroked the hair
back from hisface.

“Wel?" he demanded, unnerved by her silence.

“Indl my travels, I’ ve never encountered such athing,” shereplied. Risng, sheleft the room, gesturing
for Thero to come with her.

Thero followed her into the next room and closed the door. She cast asedl onit, ensuring that they
would not be overheard.

“What do you see when you look at it?’ she asked.

“| seean auraof light, and the hint of another form.”

Magyana nodded, pressing her folded hands under her chin and closing her eyes.

“What do you see?’ Thero asked, asthe surge of her power filled the room.

Without opening her eyes, shereplied softly, “1 don't understand how it ispossible, but | seea
dragon.”

Epilogue

WINTER CAME EARLY thisyear, before the end of Erasin. Looking out from the shelter of the
domed colos on theroof of the clan house, Seneth & Matriel Danata Hazadriél admired the way the
moonlight glistened on the new falen snow. From here she could see the entire valey below, her beautiful
fa’ thast, and the warm glimmer of lightsin the villages and steadings. Her lands stretched from the head
of thelong valey to the gleaming pesks of the Ravensfell Passfar to the south. Here and there, in the
highlands above, distant fires marked the villages of their neighbors, the Retha noi.

How long had it been, since she' d dept awhole night through? Weeks, it seemed. Night after night she
woke from a sound deep, feding like she d forgotten something very important. She usualy ended up
here, while the household dumbered below.

Tonight shefound her gaze straying to the Pass again. Twin watch fires burned there, steady and
bright, but the sight gave her little comfort.

Just then Uri knocked at the doorframe behind her. “Khirnari, you have avistor.”

“At thishour?” Sheturned and found her old friend, the seer Belan & Tdlia, standing just behind the



servant, and with her astooped little Retha noi man. Seneth did not know him, but recognized the witch
marks that covered hisface and neck under hiswild grey curls. The shoulders of their cloaks were
dusted with snow, and the hems heavy with littleice bals. Both of them were shivering.

“My friends, comewarm yourselves!” Seneth urged them downgtairsto the great hearth in the hall.
“Uri, fetch shawls and hot mead for our guests.”

“Thank you, Khirnari,” the Retha noi said as he warmed his bony little hands over the flames. More
witch marks, the gift of the Retha noi mother goddess, covered them and what she could see of hisarms.
She' d never seen so many on one witch, and wondered how she’ d never met him before.

Uri hurried back with one of the young cousins of the house, carrying the shawls and steaming cups.
Seneth wrapped both her guests up snugly on the bench closest to the hearth.

Belan wrapped her hands gratefully around the mug of honey wine. “I would not have disturbed you at
such an hour, Khirnari, but I’ ve had strange dreams lately, and tonight this witch man, Turmay, cameto
me with the samevison.” She paused, and Seneth saw that her hands were shaking. “1 believe awhite
child has been made in the south.”

For along moment Seneth could only stare at her friend; thiswasthe last thing she' d ever expected to
hear.

“Andso | saw,” Turmay said, nodding emphatically. “ It meant nothing to me, but the Mother guided
meto friend Bean.”

“What did you see?’ Seneth asked.

“A child that isnot achild, Khirnari. One with adragon inits eyes.”

Seneth clasped her hands together in her 1ap. “How? How did this happen?’

Belan looked away uneesily. “I can think of only one possibility, Khirnari.”

Seneth closed her eyes as old pain gripped her heart. Twenty years had passed since Ireya 8 Shaar’ s
name had been spoken aloud in thisvaley. She could not bring hersdlf to say it now. “Itisn’'t possible!
The blood was mixed in haf parts.”

“But | believe something has happened,” Bean told her. “What shdl we do, Khirnari?’

Seneth gathered her will and hardened her heart. “The Ebrados must hunt again.”
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